ART AND ARTIFICE 
IN SHAKESPEARE 


This examination of the struc- 
tural design of four plays — OtheZ/o. 
Macbeth, Homfet and King Lear — 
shows how Shakespeare obtained 
his effects by the repeated use 
of certain artistic devices. 


UNiVERSITY PAPERBACKS 




art and artifice in 

SHAKESPEARE 


A STUDY IN 

DRAMATIC CONTRAST AND 
ILLUSION 

BY 

ELMER EDGAR STOLL 


’7‘is not n Iip or eye ter beauty calf, 

Jittl the joint farce and full result of all. 
POPE 

A legitimate poem, , .the ports of whith mutually 
support and explain each other... the balance or 
reconcilement of opposite or discordant qualities. 
COLEtUDCE 

For the effect of genius is not so persuade nr con- 
vince the audience, but rather so transport them out 
of themselves. . .. The object of poetry is to enthral, 
LONGINUS 


UNIVERSITY PAPERBACKS 


METHUEN ; LONDON 


first published 1933. 

First published in tAu 
in Great Britain 1963 
byerraagemenl utth Barnes & Noble, Inc 
and Cambridge Vanersily Press. 

Printed in the United 5(a(M ol Cinema 
Catalogue An. 3/6SI8/27 


Fof copyngtit teasons this book raay not 
b« ts$u«<l to the public except on loan or 
othenKbc except in n& otiginal aolt cover. 
A cloth boondi edition is aUo available. 



Preface 




This book is not a reprint, with revision. But since it 
is, at many points, a development and organization of 
thoughts expressed before, I have had, as a matter of 
necessity, to recur to these. Of the relation of the present 
undertaking to the previous ones, I speak more definitely 
in Chapter l, p. 4; here I wish only to express my grati- 
tude to the University of Minnesota Press for permission 
to make use of some material in my Othello (1915), Hamlet 
(1919), and Poets and Playtvrights (1930); and the Mac- 
millan Company, of New York, for similar permission w’ith 
regard to my Shakespeare Studies (1927). 

A still greater debt is, manifestly, owing to the publisher 
of the present volume, pe nned , on such a subject, by a 
foreigner. The University of Cambridge, happily, recog- 
nizes .in the domain of scholarship ho walls or fron tiers; 
her Press is not reserved for her faculty or the nation; 
and it is a particular satisfaction to appear, under such 
auspices, on Shakespeare’s own soil, where the dramatist 
has, despite my strictures, been more finely and sym- 
pathetically interpreted than anywhere else. It is there 
that men best speak his tongue, best hear his voice. 

As an approach or introduction to the text stands an 
array of principles, or dogmas as I call them, from the 
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pens of great critics. In mywork I have not consciously 
followed them; some of them I had forgotten, others till 
of late I had not known; but if 1 should prove, after all, 
to have been faithful to them, 1 should then have the 
satisfaction of being, even in my heterodoxy, not tm- 
orthodox, and of not seeming to differ for heresy’s sake. 

Controversy in Shakespeare criticism, now after nearly 
two centuries of it, is, for one who would write for the 
mind as well as the emotions, fairly unavoidable; never- 
theless I have endeavoured to avoid it save when needed 
to clear the way directly before me; and whatever value 
there may he in the book I have VTitten lies, I think, in 
what is positive and constructive, poetical and dramatic, 
not “scientific” or “historical”, as these words are, in 
connection with literature, abused. Here, again, it is in 
the light of the Dogmata that I would be judged— after 
that shed by the poet himself; and if in detecting and 
tracing his artifices I do not make the beauty of his 
art not only more credible but a little more apparent, I 
must, quite as much as my reader, account my labour to 
have been futile. 


E.E.S. 
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Dogmata Critica 

The Importance of the Poet’s Purpose 

In everything the end aimed at is of prime importance. 

Aristotle, Poetics, vi, 11 (By^vatcr). 

A perfect Judge will read each work of Wit 
With the same spirit that its author writ. 

Pope, Essay on Criticism, 1. 233. 

Was hat sich dcr Autor vorgesetzt? 1st dieser Vovsatz 
verniinftig und verstsiudig? und in%vicfcrn ist cs gelungen, ihn 
auszufuhrcn? Werden diese Fragen cinsichtig und liehcvoll 
heantwortet... 

Goethe Manzonis 

Carmagnola (IFcrkc, Juhclaum, xxxvii, 180). 

“To sec the object as in itself it really is”, has been justly 
said to he the aim of all true criticism whatever. 

Pater, Renaissance, Preface. 

Dclcnnincr cc qu'un auteur a voulu fairc, ct comment il 
I’a fait, cc doit ctre le premier souci du critique. 

Sainte*Bcuvc. 

On pent, done, jusqu’a un certain point, voir dans unc 
oeuvre autre chose encore que cc qu’y a vu Tautcur, y de- 
meler cc qu’il y a mis a son insu ct ce a quoi il n’avait point 
Bougc expressement. 

Causerics da lundi, “M. Tainc”, 3me edition, xill, 257. 
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Lc critique ne doit apprecler le resultat que suivdnt la 
nature de refTort. . . ,CeIa a cte ecrit deja miUe fois. II faudra 
toujours le repeter. Maupasaantf preface to Pierre et Jean. 

Only, one caveat must be borne in mind when attempting to 
answer them [questions about the poet’s purpose]: the poet’s 
aim must be judged at the moment of the creative act, that is 
to say, by the art of the poem itself, and not by the vague 
ambitions which he imagines to be his real intentions before 
or after the creative act is achieved. 

Spingarn, Creative Criticism (1931), p. 18. 

Judge hy results, I say; not by the results of reverie, which 
the poem merely sets going, and in which attention may ramble 
anyt« here it pleases, for that is not criticism at all ; but certainly 
by any result that may come of living in the art of the play and 
attending to everything it consists of.. . . But, when I say a play 
exists in what it means to any one who will receive it, the 
implication is plain, that everything is excluded from that 
existence vhich is not given by the author’s technique. The 
existence of a work of art is completed hy the recipient’s 
oUention to what the author says to him; whatever may come 
in through iriaKenn'on to that docs not belong to the art at all. 

Lascelles Abercrombie, A Plea for the 
Liberty of Interpreting (1930), pp. 21, 29. 

It seems to me that we should be tolerant when poets are too 
childlike.. . .But for infantilism in critics I do not see a word 
of defence or apology possible to be spoken.. . .When they arc 
so little developed, so shut op in their own view-point, that 
they do not know the difference between receiving a communi- 
cation and making up a fairy-stoiy, etc. 

Eastman, The Literary Mind (1931), p. 121. 

And it [the intellectual life] leads them to sec that it is their 
]ni«inr6s to learn the real truth about the important men, and 
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things, and books, which interest the human mind.. . .To be 
satisfied with fine writing about the object of one’s study, with 
having it praised or blamed in accordance with one’s own likes 
or dislikes, with any conventional treatment of it whatever, is 
at this stage of growth seen to be futile. 

Arnold, A French Critic on Milton. 


Wliot the Purpose Is 

As Tragedy is an imitation of personages better than the 
ordinary man, we, in our way, should follow the example of 
good portrait-painters, who reproduce the distinctive features 
of a man, and, at the same time, without losing the likeness, 
make him handsomer than he is. Aristotle, Poetics, xv. 

But from another point of view they [the impossibilities] arc 
justifiable, if they serve the end of poetry itself. . .if they make 
the cfl'cct of some portion of the work more striking. 

Ibid. XXV, 5. 

For the effect of genius is not to persuade [or, convince] the 
audience, but rather to transport them out of themselves. 

Longinus, On the Sublime, l, 4 (Butler). 

The object of poetry is to enthral [emotional illusion]. 

Ibid. XV, 2. 

Non cnim res gestre versibus comprehendenda: sunt, quod 
longc niebus historici faciunt, sed per ambages deorumquc mi- 
nisteria ct fabulosum scutentiarum tormentum praccipitandus 
est liber spiritus, ut potius furentis anirai vaticinatio appareat 
quam religiosac orationis sub testibus fides. 

Petronius Arbiter, Satyricon, 118 

(quoted admiringly by Dryden and Coleridge). 
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Imagination in a man or reasonable creature is supposed to 
participate of reason; and when that governs, as it does in the 
belief of fiction, reason is not destroyed, but misled, or blinded ; 
that can prescribe to the reason, during the time of the repre- 
sentation, somewhat like a weak belief of what it sees and hears; 
and reason suffers itself to be so hoodwinked, that it may better 
enjoy the pleasures of the fiction. 

Dryden, Defence of Dramatic Poesy. 

'Tis not a lip or eye we beauty call, 

But the joint force and full result of all. 

Pope, Essay on Criticism, 1. 245. 

. . .yet so as to transfer from our inward nature a human 
interest, and a semblance of truth, sufficient to procure for 
these shadows of imagination that willing suspension of dis- 
belief, for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith. 

Coleridge, Biogrophio Literorio, chap. xiv. 

A poem is that species of composition, which is opposed to 
works of science, by proposing for its immediote object pleasure, 
not truth; and from all other species — (ba^-ing this object in 
common with it) — it is discriminated by proposing to itself 
such delight from the tchole as is compatible with a distinct 
gratification from each component part. Jbid. 

A legitimate poem. . .the parts of which mutually support 
and explain each other, . .. Jfcid. 

That synthetic and magical power, . .Imagination. . .re- 
veals itself in the balance or reconcilement of opposite or 
discordant qualities. . .and, whOe it blends and harmouizes 
the natural and the artificial, still subordinates art to nature. 

Ibid. 
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[Of a landscape of Rubens, "wberc the light falls from oppo- 
site sides] dcr kiihnc Griif dcs Meisters, wodurch cr auf 
geniale Weise an den Tag legt, dass die Kunst dcr natiirlichen 
Nothwendigkeit nicht durebaus untenvorfen ist, sondern ihre 
eigenen Gesetze hat. . .in den hdheren Regionen des kiinstleri- 
schen Verfahrens, wodurch ein Bild zum eigcntlichen Bilde 
wrd, hat cr [dcr Kiinstler] ein freiercs Spiel, und er darf 
sogar zu Fiktionen schreiten, wic Rubens in dicser Landschaft 
mit dem doppeltcn Lichtc getan. 

Goethe, Gesprache mit Eckermann, April 18, 1827. 

The transcript of his sense of fact rather than the fact, as 
being preferable, pleasanter, more beautiful to the writer 
himself. Pater, Essay on Style. 

L’art dramatique cst I’enscmble des conventions univer- 
selles ou locales, cternellcs ou temporaires, & I’aide desquclles, 
cn rcprfiscutant la vie humaine sur un theatre, on donne a un 
public rUIusion de la v6rit6. 

Sarcey, Essai d'unc Esthetique de Theatre. 

The purpose of the novelist’s ingenuity is always the same; 
it is to give to his subject the highest relief [not the closest 
vcrisiiniUtude] by which it is capable of profiting. 

Percy Lubbock, The Craft of Fiction, p. 173. 

A “living” character is not necessarily “true to life”. It is 
a person whom we can see and hear, whether he be true or 
false to human nature as we know it. What the creator of 
character needs is not so much knowledge of motives as keen 
sensibility; the dramatist need not understand people; but 
he must be exceptionally aware of them. 

T. S. Eliot, Selected Essays, p. 188. 
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Chapter I 

THE PRESENT UNDERTAKING 

The core of tragedy (and of comedy too, for that matter) 
is situation; and a situation is a character in contrast, and 
perhaps also in conflict , with other characters or with 
circumstances. We have ordinarily been taught that with 
the author character comes first and fore most, not only in 
importance hut in point of time, and (cause of no little 
confusion) that the action is only its issue. But there is 
no drama imtil the character is conc eived i n a complica- 
tion; and in the dramatist’s mind it is so conceived at the 
outset. This is when the whole is invented, as nowadays 
it is supposed to be : when, as with the ancients and the 
Elizabethans, an old story was used anew, then, ob- 
viously, the plot came foremost in time and the charac- 
ters were invented to fit it. And not only in those days, 
hut in any ■when drama has flourished, plot — not intrigue, 
of course, or external activity, but situation, Avhich is its 
centre of energy — has been first in importance too. Even 
in this era of anarch-y and chaos a drama in which the 
characters are presented not in a complication, is really 
none. Aristotle, who by literary and psychological critics 
has, reg retfu lly, been taken to task for saying it, is justified 
by the facts; “We maintain, therefore, that the first essen- 
tial, the life and soul, so to speak, of Tragedy is the Plot; 
and that the characters come second.... We maintain 
that Tragedy is primarily an imitation o f action, and that 
it is mainly for the sake of the action that it imitates the 
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pers'Onal agents”.^ And not really out of harmony Mith 
this is the subsequent precept , that “whenever such-and- 
such a personage say s or does such-and-such a thing, it shall 
he the probable or necessarj’ outcome of his character”.® 
Unlike many critics to-day, the Stagirite did not so 
much explore his own opinions and sensibilities as 
examine the practice of dramatists, who, then as now, 
were so eager for a good situation that, it'herever found, 
they seized upon it, whether new or old. And the situa- 
tion they have deemed the best is that in which the 
contrast or conflict is sharpest and most striking, the 
probability or psychological reasonableness of it being a 
secondary consideration. Indeed, in the greatest tragedies 
(and comedies and epics too) the situation has been 
fundamentally improbable, unreasonable. What are the 
greatest stories iti the world? Those of Orestes, Oedipus, 
Achilles, and Odysseus; of Iphigenela, Dido, Phaedra, 
hledea, and Herod and Mariamne; of Tristram and Isolt, 
Siegfried and Briinnhilde; of the Cid, Faustus, and Don 
Juan; of Lear, Othello, Macbeth, and Hamlet: all of them 
emhodying situations improbable to an extreme degree. 
Their improbability is the price of their effectiveness : such 
fine and fruitful situations life itself does not afford. The 
sharper conflict provok es the bigger passion; the more 
striking contrast produces the bigger effect ; and to genius 
the improbability is only a challenge. 

’ TAe Art of Perlry. R) waCer (1929), p. 38 (f 6). In my humble but i'd»iV 
tent justification, at this point, of thcGr«t of rritica I am delighted at last to 
rci-ti\e. >.hether be lumvelfi, anare or cot, the support of one of the ex- 
quisites. See Itonaniy Dohi^, Rrstoralion Tragtdy (1929). p. .IS: “The 
concept ion of character being theplaywnght'a object hat vitiated, not only 
criticism, but alio playssriting. for longer than it is agreeable to tbinh''. 
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In the list above Shakespeare’s greatest plays are 
numbered; but most of the others, tragic, or comic, or 
even historical, are as little the sort of thing we meet in 
life. Timon, Romeo and Juliet, Richard III, The Merchant 
of Venice, Much Ado, As You Like It, The Comedy of 
Errors, All's Well, Measure for Measure, Cymbeline, 
Pericles, The TFinter's Tale, The Tempest: these, and the 
greater ones already mentioned, are stories of disguise, 
mistaken identity, feigning , or substitution; o f tyranny or 
trickery , deceptio n or slander; of eave sdropping, or the 
fateful finding of rings, letters, or handkerchiefs; of ap- 
parent deaths and reviv als.; of riddling wills, vows , or 
oracles; of love or gen erosity suddenly and ir revocably 
turned to hatred ; and of Fate or the Supernatural, 
villainy or magic, love or reven ge, t rium phant over all. 
These devices, as artificial and outworn , are nowadays 
taboo. But alike they are only the traditional means 
of attaining the contrast or conflict, the compression 
and condensation, which drama of necessity seeks. In 
themselves they are devices of accumulation and 
simplification. 

Now“the impossibilities are justifiable”, says Aristotle, 
“ if they serve the end of poetry ... if they make the effect 
of some portion of the work more striking”. For, as 
Longinus observes after him, “the effect of genius is not to 
persuade [or convince] the audience but rather to transport 
them out of themselves;. . .and the object of poetry is to 
enthral”.*^ To these primal and primo rdial critics, then, 
as not to the Shakespearean, and to the world-famous 
dramatists, if not, in such measure, to the modern, the 
whole is more important than any part, the dramatic and 

* See “Dogniota Critica" above. 
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poetic Structure than the characters, and emotional 
illusion than verisitn ilttude. And they are, I think, to 
Shakespeare. 


In the study of these matters in relation to him I shall 
for the most part keep to the tragedies ; and because of the 
special difficulties there presented, to the four generally 
considered the greatest. The situation in these I have, 
here or there, discussed already; and I shall of necessity 
incur , though I have endeavoured to avert, the reproach of 
repetition. If only those who join the ranks of scholarship 
could from the outset know their appointed dayl Then, 
however insistently and diligently they should apply 
themselves, they might securely refrain from print till a 
twelvemonth or so before it, and spare the world both 
repetition and revision. Not that I am myself aware of 
having anythiog to retract ; I hope, indeed, that I have 
something of importance to add; but this I cannot present, 
in its due relations and proportions, %v'ithout gathering up 
the thread s and presenting the subject as a whole. In a 
work of art (and therefore in the interpretation l every- 
thing depends upon, and supports, everything else. To a 
work of art there arc no additions or appendages ; and to 
criticism, no posts cripts . And here of mere repetition there 
is little: there is reconstruction, or adjustment, instead. 
What I am intent upon is the positive, not the negative, 
is truth, not widespread and prevailing error; ideas pro- 
duced in the articles and monographs I develop, and relate 
anew; and the hook is a synthesis of my opinions con- 
cerning Shakespeare’s central structure, now put upon 
paper, as it has naturally (or unnaturally) come about in 
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my mind. The subordinate structure I pass over, having 
recently discussed it.^ 

The study is one in dramatic art, not in dramatic 
evolution; and that is the reason I shall not take up the 
plays in chronologi cal order. My object is to show an 
essentially identical method, for an essentially identical 
purpose, in the finest work of Shakespeare and not only of 
the ancients but even of some of the moderns; and I begin 
with Othello because it is the crucial case. Here, in its 
most complete and fruitful, but also most improbable, 
form, is the situation as I conceive of it; and the relation 
of character to action; and the supremacy of dramatic 
eflfect and illusion over both. And thereupon I show some- 
thing of the same art elsewhere. 


* Pocln and Playwrights (1930), Chap, in, “ Shakespeare and the Moderns ”. 



Chapter II 
OTHELLO 
§1 

UlirELLO and Macbeth, as the two wholly original 
tragedies — founded, that is, directly upon a story or 
legend, not a play — offer the clearest indication of Shake- 
speare’s tragic conception and procedure. What of this 
becomes apparent may most fairly be accounted his 
deliberate or spontaneous choice; and in both cases it 
involves the sort of situation that I have been describing, 
as improbable and as rich in contrast as any. The hero, 
particularly in Othello, is a prey to passions foreign (in a 
sense) to his nature, and is led into conduct to which he is 
not inclined. 

In my monograph,* years ago, 1 pointed out the want 
of any jealous, or sexually suspicious , nature in the Moor 
previous to the ^empt atioo; the certainty that the passion 
then ensu ing was jealousy nevertheless; and the propriety 
of considering the transition from the one state to the 
other, without evidence for the accusa tion or l ikelih ood 
on the face of it, to be impossible as psychology, and 
owing to the convention, not infrequent in tragedy and 
comedy, as in myth and legend, of believing at the 
critical moment the detrimenta l thing that is cunningly 
told. Though less obvious and external, it is an artifice 
of constructive character, like other traditional forms of 
deception in fiction , such as disguise and eavesd ropping., 
> Oihtno (191S). 
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And I sliowed that the use of this convention is no 
isolated instance in Shakespeare; being employed not 
only in the tragedy almost immediately preceding (or 
succeeding), where kindly old Glostjyj without reason, 
and without staying for a reason, believes his ambitious 
bastard son, who “has been out nine years”, as he 
slanders the earl’s legitimate and favourite son, w'ho has 
been at home; but also, shortly before that, in Mitch Ado, 
where the noble Claudio, with consequences almost as 
tragic, believes the sour Don John, who, he rightly thinks, 
loves him not, as the scoundrel slanders his sweetheart 
Hero; as Avell as afterwards, in Cymbeline, where the noble 
Post humus, with consequences for both heroine and hero 
more terrible still, believes the stranger and foreigner 
lachimo as he slanders Imog en. (Perhaps the most re- 
markable and most patently unpsychological instance is 
still another — that in Macbeth, where Malcolm repeatedly 
and ever more grievously slanders, not others, but him- 
self, Macduff, in turn, with no conceivable motive or 
possible predisposition, credits his words, and then, on 
Malcolm’s contradicting them, credits his %VQrds once 
more.) In all these cases, but most consp icuously and 
effectively in Othello, the generous and unsuspicious hero, 
believing a person whom he does not love or really know 
and has no right reason to trust, to the point of dis- 
believing persons whom he loves and has every reason to 
trust, falls, in the self-same scene, without proof of the 
accuser’s or inquiry and investigation of his own, into a 
jealous rajm , and resolves publicly to repudia^ or secretly 
to kill the person suspected. And inall these cases the 
story told is unlikely on the face of it — how could any of 
the women incrim^at^d, if to her lover not really a 
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such as any man would and must feel who had believed of lago 
as Othello.^ 

He could not act otherwise with the lights he had.^ 

For Coleridge the situation remains psychological, actual, 
after all. And it is clear that the Anglo-Saxon critics, who 
generally have followed him, have not misunderstood 
his drift as they made out the tragedy (whether they 
denied to the passion presented the name of jealousy or 
not) to be one of trustfulness, not suspicion, and — ^bere is 
the transition in question — to be tbe natural and logical 
outcome of the Moor’s innocence and lego’s arts. The 
denial of its name to the passion, however, is, as Wetr 
asserts, only word-splitting; its being unUke that of the 
dramatist’s Ford, Leontes, or Posthumus is simply owing 
to theirs being comic or (since in o comedy) having comic 
aspects; and as I have previously indicated,^ it exhibits all 

* Itaysor, t, 12S (the crude and crabbed expre»»ioo it owing to iti being a 
note). 

* iiayaor, II, 351. 

* OthtUo, pp, lO-ll: “Eagerness to soateb at proofs**; “grossneis of con- 
ception and a disposition to degrade tbe object of his passion by seniual 
fancies and images”; ”ca(cluttg occasions to esse (he mind by ambiguities, 
equivotpoei, and talking to those who cannot, and are known not to be able 
to, understand what is said to tfaem”: ”a dread of vulgar ridicule”; and ”a 
spirit of selfish vindictiveness”. The reader need only recall the "proofs” of 
the dream and the handkerchief; the hero's words "lie with her and on her”, 
"lips and noses*', "goats and monkeys”; his ambiguities with Desdemons 
and Emilia; his dread of a cuckold’s shame; and his cries for blood and his 
vows to tear her all to pieces, to chop her into messes, and to throw Caiaio's 
nose to the dogs. The only diiTesenee lies in the nniformly tragic treatment 
of these traits, rare in the EUsabetban age, and their being suggested to a 
noble nature, constantly kept before us, by a villain's wiles. These argnments 
are all boomerangs; and (he great critic is here himself a remarkable iljuitra- 
tion of tbe truth upon which he iasumting— tbe potency of amental prtdis- 
position. though, in bis case, not that to jealousy. 
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the five symptoms of the malady which the greatly gifted 
though uncertain critic requires, but, in allegiance to his 
principles, would not acknowledge here. 

His psychology, in the words quoted above, seems to 
me word-splitting as well; or ratber, juggling with words, 
as appears more clearly in his followers. Of Mr Edward 
Rose (praised by Dr Furness), who holds that 

Othello has a strong and healthy mind and a vivid imagina- 
tion, but they deal entirely with first impressions, with obvious 
facts. If he trusts a man he trusts him without the faintest 
shadow of reserve — 

of him and others of the tradition I have said already: 

Such a mind is the reverse of strong and healthy, though this 
Othello’s is manifestly intended to be.... A childlike sim- 
plicity and implicitness of faith, no doubt, is what Mr Rose, 
like many critics, German and English, is supposing; hut what 
child, for all his inexperience of duplicity, would hesitate a 
moment to give the lie to the man who speaks ill of his parents 
or his friends ? There is the sophism — that trustfulness preci- 
pitates one into suspicion, that, with an lago at hand, the 
unsuspicious is just the one to fall utterly a prey to doubts 
which his heart has never known. “A man of honest, un- 
imaginative mind”, says Professor Schelling, applying to the 
similar Posthumus, Avhat, w'ith a different “psychology”, had 
been said by Ulrici and others of Othello; “ to whom lachimo’s 
fabricated proofs appeal, but to wdiom his dastardly trick is 
unimaginable”. But Imogen’s — Desdemona’s — falseness is, 
then, imaginable ! “Naivete, a childish ignorance of the world 
and man”, says Dr Wolff; “why should his tried and trusted 
Ancient deceive him ?” But why should Desdemona ? “Othello 
had no defence against it”, says Mr Brooke of lago’s plot, 
“because he was entirely incapable of conceiving or under- 
standing anything so ignoble”. If experience — or inexperience 
— or nobility of soul makes him trust lago, all the more, then. 
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should the one or the other, and his heart’s love into the bar- 
gain, make him trust her, who had without stint or limit 
trusted him. No doubt proof of the falseness of the loved one 
might lead a trustful child or man to be suspicious generally; 
hut into suspicion Othello is precipitated, without proof. And 
it is only, as I said, by means of a specious and unreal psycho- 
logy that he is made incapable of distrusting the testimony 
which his nature forbids him to accept, to the point of dis- 
trusting the testimony and character of those whom both his 
nature and their own forbid him to discredit. “His unques- 
tioning faith in Desdemona is his life”, says Sir Walter 
Raleigh — in so far that he immediately forsakes her and turns 
wholly to lago 

How often has experience taught us that even a man 
whose faith is considerably less to him than life can only 
with the greatest difficulty be made to believe, not (as 
here) a groundless lie, but the simple truth concerning the 
loved one’s treason 1 Love for him or her, and also (what 
may really be greater) for himself— indeed, well-nigh the 
whole man within him — bars the way. The critical logic 
and psychology displayed above are paradoxical and 
fallacious. The doctrine is, that for an unsuspicious but 
sensible person it is easier to hold his nearest and dearest 
to be traitors than his informer a liar. The doctrine is, that 
innocence inclines to a belief in guilt rather than to a 
belief in innocence, and that the most trustful man is most 
capable of distrust. And since no semblance of proof is 
produced by the villain until after the hero has already 
been excited, the psychology implies that thought and 
feeling can be transferred as blood can be transfused, 
•without overcoming the resistance of the subject — his 

* OArlto, p. 33, with a few chaogea. 
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natural prepossession in favour of thekno-svn and agreeable 
and prejudice against the unknown, and disttirbing, as well 
as his natural fidelity to some principle or other of inqxiiry 
and judgment. It implies that a person, not “stimned”, 
as the more conscientiously psychological Rose and Wetz 
would have him, nor " a goose”, as, long ago, the sensible 
but unpoetical Rymer would have him, nor a voluntary 
subject in a state of hypnosis, which is all that a real and 
scientific psychology could make of him to-day, can, 
without reason, and against his rooted inclination, believe 
what he is told by a person whom he believes in, to the 
irremediable damage of persons whom he believes in far 
more — which, to be sure, is just about what I have been 
insisting upon, though not as in life (where it is supposed 
to be), but only (for an artistic purpose) in a tragedy or 
a comedy, and not as a bit of psychology, but of art. 
Psychology, like law, is common sense, though art itself 
need not be. And Coleridge, Raleigh, Bradley, and all the 
other great critics must know perfectly well, when not 
dealing with Shakespeare, that a man who is so trustful as 
to accept, without inquiry or reflection, an “honest” 
stranger’s foul tale about his newly wedded Avife and his 
friend, is suspicious just the same. (Indeed, if psychology 
is demanded, he had better, in drama as in reality, be kept 
clearer of Rymer’s judgment, which is the alternative, and 
think and suspect for himself.) And if such a psychology 
be Shakespeare’s, why, then, the frank and noble, strong- 
minded and strong-bodied Othello of the first two acts, 
continually recalled to us aftenv'ards, together with the 
manifold testimony to the want of a jealous or angry 
temper within him, are in vain. He had better have been 
in the book what Booth, in his latter-day preconceptions, 
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made of him on the stage, **8upple and suspicious from 
the beginning”.^ 

§■1 

They are not in vain, I am persuaded, when we accept, 
not thus psychologically and paradoxically, but simply 
and dramatically, lago's dictum; 

The Moor is of a free and open nature 

That thinks men honest that but seem to he so, 

(even to the point of not thinking honest them that are). 
It is the same psychological fallacy to warrant slander as in 
Fletcher’s Faithful Shepherdess (written about the same 
time), though not accepted as plausible by the fellow* 
conspirator there: 

For she is of so pure an honesty 

To think, because she will not, none will lie. 

(it, iii, 29.) 

But sophistry, unacceptable in psychology, is ordinarily 
a word without meaning in poetry, that realm of illusion;® 
and this bit of the thing itself is the gate whereby we 
enter there. It must be taken for granted, like other 
dramatic artifices for the same purpose even to-day; such 
as a wish or a dream come true, as in If and Dear Brutus; 
or amnesia, as in Siegfried; or the transference of the scene 
to the other world, keeping the customs and tastes of this, 
as in such comedies as The Adding-Machine and Green 

* Matthews and Hutton’s CrhhraltJ Atiors, V, 72. 

* !. A. Kichards, Prineiplfi of CritUum (1928), pp. 272-6. Speaking of 
the fact that statements in poetry are not tobe verified, he says: “Even when 
thrj are, on examination, frankly falae, this is no defect. Unless, indeed, the 
olrt-iousness of the falsity forces thereaderto reactions which are incongruent 
or disturbing to the poem”. 


18 



OrUELLO 


Pastures. It is here the indispensable preliminary to “ that 
’^villing suspension of disbelief, for the moment, -which 
constitutes poetic faith”. Or, in the words of the lesser 
poet but more unerring critic, which Coleridge, in those 
quoted, is echoing, “reason suiTcrs itself to be so hood- 
winked that it may better enjoy the pleasures of the fic- 
tion”. Or, again, in the words (cited in the previous 
chapter) of a critic more unerring and unprejudiced even 
than Dryden, “the impossibilities are justifiable if they 
serve the end of poetry itself. . .if they make the effect of 
some portion of the work more striking”.^ Or, best of all, 
in the words (which inspired one at least of the later 
critics) applied to a logical fallacy of Demosthenes, whose 
oratory is as poetry, “ in all such cases the stronger accents 
seem naturally to catch our ears, so that our attention is 
drawn from the reasoning to the enthralling effect of the 
imagination, and the technique is concealed in a halo of 
brilliance. And this efi’cct on us is natural enough; set 
two forces side by side, and the stronger always borrows 
the virtues of the othei 

The trouble is, that the critics have been taking fiction 
for fact; that they will have no disbelief on the part of the 
spectator at the outset, but only belief, or if disbelief sus- 
pended, then not “for the moment” but for all time; that 
they turn the impossibilities into possibilities, and the 
poetry into prose; that their ears are caught by the weaker 
accents, not the stronger. They have been laboriously 
quibbling and hair-spbtting to keep even with him who 
lightly manoeuvred and manipulated. They have been 
twisting and stretching their psychology to justify him, as 

' For tlicsc p.issngcs see above, “Dogmata Critica”. 

* Longinus, XV, 11, 
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he frankly, but authoritatively, adopted an initial postu> 
late for a great dramatic effect. And what effect is that? 
It is one of accumulation and compression, of simpUHca* 
tion and concentration; to which all art, and especially 
drama, tends. It is a more startling and passionate con- 
trast. an accelerated movement, a more anxious expecta- 
tion and more terrible outcome, and a keener and more 
unmingled sympathy with both hero and heroine. I do 
not mean the contrast between Othello innocent and noble 
and lago cunning and wicked, though it of course is there; 
but that in the hero himself, between his love, which is 
native to him, and a hatred that has not (as ordinarily) 
been slouly and grossly bred out of it, but has sprung up 
full-grown at its t>ide. There Is, as there should be, a 
remarkable identity of tone to the hero’s voice when 
uttering either passion; but nowhere else in drama is there 
a contrast so poignant as this between them, and also be- 
tween what he feds and what bedoes, and between what he 
says and does since the temptation, on the one hand, and 
before it and after the clearing up at the end, on the other. 
Both before and after, Othello is probably the most noble 
and engaging of all the heroes of drama or of epic; and 
how could the effect of the intervening change have been 
go striking, so tragic and heart-rending, if “easily”' — 
naturally — he had become so jealous? 

It is a mechanical device, to be sure, this intrusion of 
the villain; but there is something of the mechanical in 
most art. once we get to the bottom of it. It is in a fugue 
and in a symphony, and of much the same gort in a great 
fugue or symphony and a mediocre. This difference of 
quality lies not in the contrivance itself hut in the use of it, 
* V. ii 3t5. *‘DOt easily jealous”. 
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in wliat is thereby contrived. And that we are not going 
astray in finding this particular mechanism here is evident 
not only from its fitness to the plain meaning of the text 
and the nature of the character and the situation, but also 
from its superiority in these regards to the psychologieal 
formula offered, with its claptrap and legerdemain. The 
present interpretation docs not at the point in question 
represent the image of life, but it does not pretend to do 
so; and is itself, I hope, true to the play and other plays, 
to the nature of the theatre and the capacity of the 
audience. The psychological interpretation, with a trust- 
fulness which distrusts, a bebef which directly leads to 
disbelief (and of the wrong person in either case) — all in a 
healthy, discerning, and noble mind, not diseased or per- 
verted — is true neither to the facts of the play nor, for all 
its pretensions, to those of life as we know it. What does it 
profit us to make Shakespeare out a psychological oracle, 
if such be his doctrine? In order psychologically to cope 
with these situations, these contrasts, ■^rhich avc have been 
tracing, the critics arc reduced to paradoxes or verbal 
mysteries generally — like Masefield’s, in Hamlet, “All 
through the play there is the uneasiness of something 
trying to get done, something from outside life trying to 
get into life, but bafiled always because the instrument 
chosen is himself a little outside life, as the wise /nust 
be”; or Glutton Brock’s (among many), “It is not merely 
conscience but his sovereign reason that rebels, and is 
shaken by its own rebellion”; or Schiicking’s, in Macbeth, 
“Ho habitually suffered from fear of his own courage”. 
If with so little of a clue the honest Elizabethan audience 
could he supposed to have explored I lie labyrinth, where, 
exhausted, did they arrive in the end? If they still held 
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the thread, how much they had let slip of the emotional 
eifect, arising out of the hold change and contrast, on the 
way! 

What, now, of the change as dramatic movement? With 
the playwrights of the grand and to some degree the 

moderns, it would have been largely made up of alterna- 
tions of love and jealousy in the hero’s bosom, and of 
resolves to do or not to do the deed of vengeance. There 
would have been less of a contrast and more of a conflict. 
Othello, on the other band, once he falls into lago’s 
clutches, is jealous irrecoverably until the deed is done. 
“D^s le premier mot’’, says De Broglie, “tout est dit, 
tout est d^cidl”. Since the tragedy does not, like the 
classical French, spring directly out of the hero’s and 
heroine’s own bosoms, it is, in its development, as in its 
origin, not a psychological study; but it is a more vivid 
imaginative spectacle, is— “bke the Pontic Sea” — a more 
irresistible dramatic current. It is a story-~whicb is 
lacking in Racine; it is a series of incidents, which show 
different aspects of the passion, and various stages of it, 
along its course; it is an emotionof development — an 
eclipse, then an earthquake, then an avalanche. There 
are five meetings with Desdemona before the death scene, 
at each of which Othello is continually more brutal and 
outrageous until the momentary last one, itself meant only 
to heighten this effect. “He looks gentler than he did”, 
says Emilia; for she had not heard the words “dismiss 
your attendant there”, referring to the encounter yet to 
come. And by the initial postulate adopted, the situations 
where he strikes her, and plays the visitor at a brothel 
^vith her, arc, like his momentary sensual imaginings, and 
cries for blood and mutilation, not only more endurable 
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but (poetically) more probable, arc less shocking and more 
tragic, than if they were presented as the natural con- 
sequence, in the circumstances, of the hero’s character. 
The great dramatic advantages of the bestial passion of 
jealousy are secured without the disadvantages. The con- 
trast is sharper — is black upon white — ^yet the incident 
or the utterance docs not wound our feelings. The hero 
carries as much of our sympathy with him as does his 
Lady, within that “gate of hell”. He can cry, and not be 
doubted, as one naturally jealous couldn’t: 

But there, where I liavc garner’d up my heart. 

Where cither I must live or bear no life — 


and again, as poignantly as if the words were notes struck 
uponliishcartslriogs: 0 thoa ,vccJ, 

Wlio art so lovely fair and .smcll’st so sweet 
That the sense aches at thee, would thou hadst ne’er 
been horn. 


Now and then, indeed, the tension is momentarily 
lowered. Sometimes, particularly at the beginning of the 
scene, he relaxes: sometimes he holds himself in. Some- 
times hu is more of a gentleman again, somctiracs more of 
a brute. AudIago(andtheaudicnceAvithhim)is repeatedly 
startled by highly dramatic interruptions and revulsions 
— “Ila! ha I false to me?” “Villain, be sure thou prove 
my love a whore, be sure of it!”; or by blind appeals for 
sympathy and open-hearted throes of tenderness — “But 
yet the pity of it, lago ! 0 lago, the pity of it, lago ”. But 
no^eherc docs the hero really vacillate, waver, or recoil. 
At Dcsdcmona’.s iirst appearance, he exclaims. 

If she he false, 0, then heaven mocks itself I 
I’ll not bclicv’t; 


23 



OTHKLLO 


but then and there he does believe it, and we have the 
business of the handkerchief. Never does be repent of his 
suspicions or cast them for more than a moment behind 
him ; for, in his case, in keeping with this dramatic method, 
suspicions are convictions. Instead of the conflict and 
contention, oscillation^ or fluctuation, resolve and counter- 
resolve, of the Racinian or Cornelian hero, there is, through 
all the changes, a contrast, continually reappearing, of 
the two feelings side by side. He is not now loving again, 
now jealous, but both together. There are juxtaposition 
and opposition instead of contention and alternation; 
convulsion and outcry instead of hesitation or struggle; 
and this very’ much as in ancient tragedy, the Antigone, 
the Oedipus, or the Agamemnon, and some'vhat as in the 
situation of disguise, of Titus' and Hamlet'fl feigned mad- 
ness, or of Macbeth's present horror of the deed which he 
is doing. Through the mask of OtheUo's hatred the eyes 
of his love arc ever looking: 

Gome, swear it, damn thyself 
Lest, being like one of Heaven, the devils themselves 
Should fear to seize thee. 

Himself be hurts even more than her. 

Without debate, then, or a Gallic conflict, the action is 
nevertheless dramatic enough; and it rushes on, sweeping 
hero and heroine to their doom. At the same time it 
carries the audience, if not the reader, over many improb- 
abilities. These are much more numerous than has in our 
discussion appeared; and involve not merely coincidence, 
or absence of motivation, but positive contradiction in 

* I use the word as Professor Bradley does (Shakespeatfon Tragedy, 1908, 
p. SI), in the sense of the s>,ayiDg of fortune or of the hero's decision from 
one side to the other. 
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matters of time and place, and of fact or circumstance, in 
the story. Tlic common defence of the like, when really 
they arc admitted, is that “ we are hurried so fast from the 
first suspicion of Othello to his death that we have no time 
to ask questions, to doubt or debate anything”.^ The 
defence is meagre. It applies only when we coolly recognize 
that Shakespeare was writing for the stage and not for 
print, for the time, not the ages; and hold with Goethe, as 
these critics do not and, consistently, cannot, that he re- 
garded his drama “as a lively and changing scene, which 
was to pass rapidly before the eye and ear, and that his 
only interest was to be effective and significant for the 
moment”. And indeed this statement is inadequate. But 
critics like Professors Bradley and Brandi, and like Mr 
Stopford Brooke, who wrote the preceding sentence 
quoted, go farther, and transform or transfigure the 
numerous coincidences from the fruit of carelessness upon 
the part of the poet into the work of Fate, Chance, or a 
perverted world-order.^ The last-named notion does 
double servdee — philosophy ekes out the deficiencies in 
both plot and psychology ! To keep the characters the 
images of life, the image of the world is distorted; and the 
characters are made its offspring, as if in Balzac or Zola. 

Here is sophistry again, and not the poet’s. On behalf 
of most of these shortcomings the swiftness of movement 
may often be pleaded in extenuation, or even in justifica- 

‘ Stopford Brooke, Trn More Plays (1913), pp. 171-5, Mr Archer and 
olherB linvc Bnid the Bamc. 

* A. Brandi, Shahspere (1894). pp. 161-2: “Dcr Held ^s•3re ein ^'nrr tvenn 

er cs mir niit cincni logo zu than hatlc Hinte.-Ingo stcht einc verkehrte 

’VTcItordnung, ihr diciit cr ids Wcrkzcug”. The world-order is made much 
of also hy Mr Bradley, with grc.it subtlety, and with great felicity, also — if 
ShakcBpcarc'f plays -were philosophic and psychological documents. 
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tion, but not to the point of adjudging them to be merite. 
Even in the theatre an attentive spectator or listener 
might well note that Desdemona has as yet had no time 
or chance to betray her husband’s honour, and that the 
handkerchief with which Cassio has already been publicly 
wiping his beard must really be still in lago's pocket.^ 
And then he would ask questions, just as, above, Mr Bailey 
said that he would on witnessing Edmund’s imposture. 
Not swiftness of movement, but the state of mind in 
Othello, caused by lago’s mysterious manoeuvres and in* 
nuendoes, is what makes such charges actually effective 
with him, and therefore, dramatically, with us. This state 
of mind, in turn, depends on the Initial postulate of 
tbinkiog men honest who but seem to be so. That, first 
of all, has frankly and of itself to be accepted as such, 
for as yet the swift movement in question has scarcely 
begun. 

The initial postulate it is, and perhaps still more (for 
that is but the gateway) the force and external consistency 
of the characterization and the magic of the poetry, which 
make these and other flaws acceptable. The numerous 
coincidences (like Othello’s and Pesdemona’s not noticing 
that the precious handkerchief in question is the one she 
had dropped, and Bianca’s arrival, in Act iv, i, precisely 
when wanted) may, by rapidity of action, be obscured, 
but not justified — unless they are in melodrama. Defects 
in art are not so lightly to be taken for defects in the 
world-order. And much the same might he said of the 
contradictions in time and place, which are to be found in 
both melodrama and cinema, to our aesthetic vexation. 
Yet here also is at workShakespeare’s nobler opportunism. 

* Bradley, Shaktspeartan Tragtdy, p. 182. 
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Having, unlike the Greeks, the whole story to present, by 
“short time” he gets something approaehing the effect of 
the unities, that of concentration and immediacy; by long 
time (less directly and definitely indicated) the effect of 
slowly moving life: the two effects, on the Elizabethan 
undecorated stage, conspiring more happily together, as 
Mr Granville-Barkcr notices, than on ours or than (now- 
adays) in the closet. And in this particular play short time 
is needed to save lago from justice; long time, for the 
plausibility of his charge. But as we shall sec in Macbeth, 
though here still more than there, it is largely by the 
characterization and the poetry that, before and after we 
are entered into the world of illusion, the spell is wrought. 
“It is when their minds [those of the audience] are pre- 
occupied with his personality that the actions follow as 
unquestionable realities”, says Mr Bridges of the latter 
hero; or, as Dc Broglie said of the present play, before 
him, “Such are the depth and variety of the first concep- 
tion that the most striking improbabilities, the most in- 
conceivable absurdities, pass unobserved, because no one 
has leisure to look to the motives of the action; hut to 
make these out to he merits is quite another matter”. The 
critic is thinking of Othello, Desdemona, lago, and the 
other characters as first we come to know them: by their 
living weight and the interest of their relation to each 
other they give momentum to the action, which carries us 
along. 

For hero poetry docs not replace the “human interest 
and semblance of truth” that in the world of the im- 
juohable. Coleridge rightly requires. The initial postxilatc 
is no charter of licence. How differentis the effect of other 
romantic tragedy, as that of the Restoration, recently 
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depicted by Mr Dobr€e, in a critical spirit (as the reader 
will notice) independently in consonance with our own: 

The aspect which first strikes every reader of Restoration 
tragedy is its unreality — not of plot or of homely detail, for 
all tragedy worthy of the natne from the plays of /Eschylus to 
Faust is unreal with respect to fact — but in the flagrant un< 
reality of the emotions involved. The test of truth in a 
tragedy is to be applied, not to the facts, but to the feelings. 
We ask ourselves whether, placed in the situations of the 
people portrayed, and making allowance for their beliefs, 
would we [sic], or anybody we know, feel and behave as they 
do ? Restoration Tragedy, p. 13. 

In connection with Othello such a question, if it arises, is 
quickly answered. There U nothing extravagant, or fan" 
tastic, as in “heroic tragedy”. The language, however 
exalted, is, as is universally recognized, that of real 
passion; the characters, within the limits set, are, for all 
the liberties taken— real people. Though under the elder 
literary rigime, where, as Longinus says, “we look for 
something greater than human they keep, even in 
matter offset, within the confines of the postulate. (It is 
in fact, to be sure, rather than in the emotions, that reader 
or spectator particularly notices and is offended by the 
preposterous.) The hero docs not, like Almanzor, do 
wonders and perform miracles with sword or tongue; 
there is no >vitchcraft or supernatural intervention in the 
story, since in the postulate there is no provision for it. 
At every point save that of the deception it is fairly a real 
Venice, a real Cyprus. And though the hero’s emotions 
are, by the warrant given, enlarged, and the language is 
heightened, they are, as in Shakespeare’s other great 

* XXXVI, 4. 
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tragedies, not continually so. As GranviUe-Barker says 
of King Lear, the poet “carries us into strange regions of 
thought and passion, so he must at the same time hold us 
hy familiar things”. The hero in his rage and anguish is 
sublime, yet also, as the French and Spanish tragic heroes 
too seldom are, often simple and human; his conduct is 
that of a man, not a paladin or a monster; his speech rises 
to the pitch of “Farewell the plumed troop, and the big 
wars”, yet, after a moment or so, descends to that of 
“Nay, stay. Thou shouldst be honest”. For our master- 
dramatist, like the Master-Builder, though he raises 
“castles in the air”, sets them “on a secure foundation”. 

And the treatment makes the story plausible. Prepara- 
tions, gradations, which in drama and in poetry make 
almost anything plausible, are provided for the (in itself) 
incredible change: lago’s confident analysis, the hero’s 
foreboding on the quay, another when on the very brink 
of calamity — “ and when I love thee not. Chaos is come 
again — and, above all, his unjudicial judgment upon 
Cassio. Here Othello, who hitherto, according to our 
own impression and his friends’ report, could never be 
ruffled, gets angry with Cassio, adopts, despite pre- 
possession in his favour, lago’s false report without 
investigation, and is, in a way, “ tenderly led by the nose” 
already. But these preparations are dramatic, poetic, not 
psychological; they arouse tragic misgivings, rather than 
rational, logical expectations. And this minor improba- 
bility in Othello’s conduct as governor only makes more 
acceptable the similar and greater one as a husband when 

‘ That is, "tfUl come npnin”, as in Venus and Adonis, 1. 1020. The line 
does not intlic.ite that Othello is uncertnin. If he were to lose his love, the 
vorld would turn to chaos. See HI, iii. 90 for the whole passage. 
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it comes. Something of the same art is employed in the 
process of temptation and provocation. In all drama there 
is no technique of suggestion and incitement like “honest" 
lago’s; and once we have granted the premise that the 
portal of the Generars mind is ajar and undefended, and 
his subaltem^s the contrary, his cunning is almost totally 
convincing. He does not approach the subject, but leads 
the Moor himself to do it; and even as he retreats he ad> 
vances, as he pacifies he inflames. Desdemona's conduct, 
moreover, is (and naturally too) so managed by the 
dramatist as only to infuriate him and to entrap her. 
Brabantio had warned him, as lago has reminded him; 
and though a generous spirit, such as Othello’s, does not 
suspect a woman because she has eloped with him, her 
insistent pleading for Cassio, and her evasions and pre- 
varications, once she perceives the momentous importance 
of the handkerchief, all of which really prove her purity 
and innocence, disprove it in the eyes of jealous rage. 
Because of her fears and inexperience she, like a childt 
continually says or does the wrong thing for herself, the 
right thing for the dramatist. 

§5 

Yet this is not all. For many elements go to the making 
of a tragedy, as of any great work of art; and many and 
diverse considerations of which he is not fully conscious 
prompt the artist. Those, however, which we have been 
noticing, and are yet to notice, are entirely artistic ones, 
whereby he may have been prompted; not psychological, 
philosophical, or present-day notions, which were not 
within his or his spectators' purview. They have to do 
with the play as a whole, not some passage or two within 
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it; with the actual expression, not w'hat the dramatist is 
supposed to be dimly thinking of, or we have started 
thinking of ourselves. Only as an artist, not as a philo- 
sopher or psychologist, did he or any other dramatist ever 
build better than he knew; and even as such, save as he 
was but following tradition, he, on reflection, knew w’ell 
enough (that is, could sec that he w'as right), though 
possibly he was not critical — analytical — enough to ex- 
plain itd And what Shakespeare is here-preoccupied with, 

’ 1 cannot again cnibnrk upon the subject of the intention of the author 
ns the indispensable clue and guide of the spectator or render; for what (I 
hope) is the last time, I have done that in an article on The Tempest in the 
Publications of the Modern Language Association, September, 1932. But the 
recent books of Mr G. W. Knight (The Wheel of Fire, etc.) here demand a 
word. He emphatically abjures this principle of criticism (which [sec “Dog- 
mata Crilicn” above] is not only Pope’s but Aristotle’s, not only Pater’s 
but Goethe’s and Saintc-Beuve’s) yet calls his criticism “interpretation’’. 
Neither designation, in fact, applies. Ignoring the dramatist’s intention — 
that is. the context — not only in the whole play but in the indiv-idual speech 
and sentence, he comes to such a point that words, which normally depend 
on one another (videlicet, the context) for much of their meaning, or for an 
indication of their particular meaning in this instance, are to him fixed and 
nl)5olutc, not variable, signs or symbols; and that the phrases in which 
Bassanio refers to the consummation of his soul’s desire ns “a wild of 
nothing, save of joy’’, and Theseus speaks of the poet making shapes out of 
“airy nothing’’, and Romeo bids Mcrcutio peace, “thou talk’st of nothing”, 
prove to him that for Shakespeare the concepts “nothing” and “soul” arc 
“almost interchangeable” (Sein und Nichtsein sind dasselbe, I dimly re- 
member), and “both are, of course, the ’unconscious mind’ of psychology” 
(Wheel, p. 283). If, then, words ore so inflexibly, irresponsibly treated, 
imagine what is done to the play ns a whole ! Mr Knight has made a popular 
poet, writing for the stage, as dark and unintelligible as an esoteric 
’* modernist”, a Sitwell or a Hart Crone, writing for print. Below (sec p. 108) 
I complain of Mr Glutton Brock’s ignoring the conventions and traditions of 
drama as the author’s means of communication; Mr Km'ght ignores as such 
even the words. If Mr Glutton Brock cannot or -will not read Shakespeare’s 
score, Mr Knight cannot or will not read the text. He reads the letters only, 
even ns the “modernist” poets and prosemen often only write them. 
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as we have iu pact seea, is not primarily the image of life 
but an illusion, and, as its consequence, a greater emo> 
tional effect than the mere image of life can give. In a 
great work of act everything is reciprocal; and though our 
description of the means whereby the illusion is here 
secured is as yet incomplete, we have already seen the 
emotional force, set free by the initial premise, itself con- 
tributing to the illusion. But this could not take place by 
warrant of the premise alone. That fiction must needs be 
supported by others, or rather, it must be extended -and 
confirmed. If the hero’s prestige is to be safeguarded, and 
our sympathy irrevocably engaged, the matter of Othello’s 
mind being open and undefended but lago’s impenetrable, 
involves that of the viUaio’s seeming so, and the hero’s 
not seeming so, to all the other characters, and that 
of lago’s reputation for superlative wisdom into the 
bacgain. 

This, once stated, is clear of itself, but that Shakespeare 
was of the same opinion is apparent when we turn to 
the relatively small matter of Emilia, who has, for some 
critics, been the chief mystery and puzzle. In my mono- 
graph 1 endeavoured to show that her failure to speak up 
about the handkerchief, when she saw the to-do there was 
about it, was not owing to stupidity^ — that explanation 
(confusing art with reality) which is, by some reputable 
critics, in their preoccupation with psychology, applied 
to Othello also, and thereby degrades both the character 
and the play as a whole. As for the last point, not, to be 

* OjA«Ho,pp. 40-1, Cf, Bradley (who £adt luc stupid), op. etc. pp. 21S-I6, 
237, 239—42, and note P. — . Certainly tbe critic ia right in denying (hat 
Emil ia has suspicions, or is, as Scblegcl thinks, frivolous or disloyal. Tot the 
hero's and heroine's stupidity see Brandes, Stopford Brooke, etc. 
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sure, in tlie case of Emilia, for she is only a minor figure, 
the waiting woman; but in hers no more than in Othello’s 
does the explanation fit the facts. Elsewhere, as Mr 
Bridges likewise notices, she is astute enough, “nor was 
any intelligence needed”. And yet if we are to keep, as 
the Shakespeare critics are ever doing, to psychology, 
stupidity is (as in the case of Othello, too) the only 
explanation; for fear of lago, disloyalty to her mistress, 
and, above all, Schlcgel’s “sinful levity” are out of the 
question. The only one, that is to say, except deliberate 
violence done to the character, as in the case of Banquo, 
for the sake of the plot. But why, then, was she present 
at the inquiry concerning the handkerchief, why was the 
improbability thus exposed? “The point of her presence’’, 
says Mr Bridges, “can only be to increase the tension of 
the spectators’ anxiety: they expect her every moment 
to explain the mistake, and rescue Desdemona; yet she 
does not.”^ And, may I add, this effect, while I do not 
think it the “only” one (otherwise the play would here be 
melodrama) is continued, and greatly heightened, by 
Emilia’s three times surmising, once in the presence of 
Otliello and twice in that of Desdemona and of lago 
himself, summoned by her in her anguish, that some 
“wretch” — “some busy and insinuating rogue. . .to get 
some-office” — “some base notorious knave” — hasput the 
notion of the lady’s treachery into the general’s head.^ 
Also, the effect is one of irony, Emilia being repeatedly 
so near and yet so far. It is like that of Othello himself, 
lime and again, when kept from doubting lago by the 
thought of his “honesty”. But it is like this for a further, 

* See below, p. 42, note. 

* Act IV, sc. ii, 11. 15, 130 rr.. 140. 
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a higher and •wider, purpose. Neither plot nor tension is 
the main thing here : the handkerchief might have heen 
found by lago Avithout his wife’s knowledge, and for 
tightening the tension the still unavoidable effect of 
stupidity is a big price to pay. There is no such price to 
pay. Really Emilia’s want of perception is like that of 
Othello, Desdemona, Cassio, and everybody else in the 
tragedy hut Roderigo, whoisaconiidant and tool; andmore 
than that of any other minor character in the tragedy 
the ohtuseness of lago’s wife supports and enforces the 
fiction of the impenetrableness of his mask. Emilia is not 
stupid since the others aren’t — ^where would be the irony 
if they were?— and they themselves aren’t because she 
isn’t; and here it is chiefly a matter, not of plot, or of 
tension, or even of irony for itself alone, and still less of 
psychological defect or delusion, but of adramatieillusion. 

In all these cases, and therefore as a whole, the irony is 
to be felt only in the house, not on the stage. And it is 
quite in keeping •with this conduct of hers, and also (the 
fiction being allowed for) with her character, and, indeed, 
to serve this ulterior purpose of supporting the fiction, 
that, upon Othello’s disclosures after the murder, she 
gasps out, “my husband!” three times over. Now she is 
opening her ears and eyes as well as her mouth; for the 
end is at hand. Up to this moment the very yokemate of 
the Ancient (who is called “honest” more than a score of 
times, by not only Othello but Desdemona, Cassio, and 
even himself) cannot be permitted to suspect him, faithful 
and alarmed though she is. No one can he, or the colossal 
fiction will collapse. No one can he, or everyone else wall 
then seem truly stupid in comparison. For upon this 
“exceeding honesty” the success of the intrigue, upon 
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victims and audience alike, depends, never endangered (as 
in life it would be) by the question whether the honest 
fellow be not, in his charges, mistaken, or by the recollec- 
tion of Cassio’s or Desdemona’s character as to the hero 
it is known. What Gassio has been to him he now has no 
thought for; and Desdemona — under the Ancient’s sug- 
gestion, “she’s the worse for all this”. Moreover, mistaken 
lago in Othello’s eyes cannot be, for in sagacity he 
excels as in sincerity. From the beginning of the tempta- 
tion the general looks up to him, nay, from the moment of 
the inquiry into Cassio’s drunken misbehaviour; when 
first left alone he considers that the fellow “knows all 
qualities, with a learn’d spirit of human dealings”; and 
when, again in leading-strings, he cries, “ 0 thou art wse, 
’tis certain”. Certain it is (though in another sense) to us 
ns well; and all depends upon the mask, as when (though 
now with explanations needed) Satan deceives the arch- 
angel Uriel, 

For neither man nor angel can discern 
Hypocrisy, the only evil that walks 
Invisible except to God alone; 

and when Congreve’s Maskwell counts upon “ dear dis- 
simulation as the only art not to be known from nature”.^ 
Archangels and Restoration wits must not he dupes, as, 

Tht Double Dealer, it, i. To be of most avail this postulate should have 
®ppcatcd earlier in the play, like lago’s less explicit “And what’s he, then, 

^ ^ vilJain ?’* etc., before the Temptation begins. Mnslnvell 

opla xmich of logo’s policy nnd strategy, ydlh the ingenious improvement 
^pon logo B epporent honesty of telling bis ^'ictims pretty much what he is 
oiQg Or intending to do. But his deceiving olhera ought to alarm his con- 
aniB for themselves, his officious activity ought to seem as auspicious os 
B Own, nnd for the audience the illusion is broken by Careless’ pcnc* 
UtttiDg the villain’s mask from the outset. In Congreve’s oms day Mellefoni - 

3-2 
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without this precaution (or else Shakespeare’s device of 
unanimity) they would be. For the same reason, in ad- 
vance of the Moor, not only Koderigo but Cassio looks to 
“that demi-devil” for guidance. .\nd for the same reason 
(as well as for the irony again) Desdemona does so unlikely 
a thing as to summon toherchamber, through Emilia her- 
self, the flinty-hearted Ancient when she is heart-broken. 
That makes the magic ring about the stage complete: 
how could, then, Othello, cither — ** 0 lago, the pity of it, 
logo!” — have seen him as he is? and Emilia’s whole 
conduct, not a puzzle, nor a flaw, is an indispensable 
component, not of the plot, but of the illusion. 

In short, the action beginning with an improbable 
fiction, the fiction, to be probable, must be sustained. It 
is as in Macbeth. When Macduff believes Malcolm as be 
brings the heinous charges, one after the other, against 
himself, he must believe him still as he disavows them, 
or seem to have been a dupe or gull (as in real life he 
would be) in the first place. It is as in Cyml^eline. Imogen 
and Posthumus, too, otherwise so clever and charming, 
have been taken (in round terms) for fools even by 
Mr Granville-Barker; and lachimo, otherwise so subtle 
and dexterous, has been taken, in his abrupt Indecent 
proposals to the lady, for a crass blunderer. But in 
Shakespeare’s text, in Shakespeare's intention, and (so 
far as we accept bis conventions and simplifications) in 
Shakespeare’s effect on the audience, these four improb- 
abilities — the wager; the slander of Posthumus to Imo- 
was taken for a “gull”; and in tb« Epiatla Dedicatory tbe author muit ex- 
plain that Careless* warning to him was meant simply “to give the andienee 
some light into the villain's character before bit appearance*'. Shakespeare 
manages better, by solilocpiy, as if, ontil the end, no one conld possibly 
know lago but his Maker. 
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gon, proposal of revenge, and suecessful denial of both; 
the proposal to take the trunk into her bedchamber; and 
the circumstantial slander of Imogen on his return — all 
four, I say, hang or fall together. Why shouldn’t Imogen 
believe lachimo if Posthumus can make such a wager and 
give him a letter of introduction? If she can believe a man 
slandering her husband whom an hour before she has 
never seen, why shouldn’t she believe him w'hen he 
declares it was only an essai de vertu and praises him 
again? If she can then believe him anew, why shouldn’t 
she frankly and trustfully receive his treasure into her 
chamber? And if Posthumus has been willing to let his 
belief in his wife hinge upon the evidence of conquest 
which lachimo is to bring back with him, w'hat more can 
he ask than the bracelet in the seducer’s hand and the 
description of her chamber and her person upon his lips? 
In the play it is a little and separate wmrld of imposture; 
and if one of the two so-called “fools” refused belief the 
structure of it would topple, and the other would be a fool 
indeed. Now' in Cymbeline and Othello alike this world is 
near enough to our own, where also imposture is (within 
narrow’cr limits) successful, to make us feel, where it is 
successful with aU concerned, as if these were not foolish, 
and itself were not what we ordinarily think of as im- 
posture at aU.’^ The situation is somewhat similar to that 

* Some critics have been of the opinion that in Much Ado there is irony in 
the circumstance that the conspiracy against Hero shcruld have been proof 
against the sharp vits of the leading characters but have been laid bare by 
the stupid constables. This is one of the many ironies (see below, p. 128-9) 
''■itliout warrant in the text; the constables only stumble on the truth, over- 
hc.irlng instead of discovering it, and then scarcely knowing what to do 
''ith it; and not by the dramatist, ns by the critics, is the reputation of 
Benedick and Beatrice, Don Pedro and Claudio impaired. 
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in Gulliver's Travels. The countries of Laputa and of 
Brobdingnag are kept like the real world, but perfectly 
distinct and in themselves consistent. Zn the one every* 
thing is in size proportionately reduced, in the other 
everything is proportionately exalted. Swift’s imagina- 
tion, says M. Hazard, “part d’une hypoth&se invraisem- 
blable, mais la maintient avec une si parfaite logique 
qu’elle donne I’impression du coherent et presque du 
vrai”.^ For consistency in impractical fiction, even as in 
the practical, in the unmoral as in the immoral, is the 
better part of verisimilitude. 

But not the whole of it; the improbable itself must be 
motivated, and, as Aristotle declares, be made probable; 
even in the world of iUuston the cause must be equal to the 
effect; and would not, after all, the very associates of 
Othello at Cyprus be in danger of seeming a little gullible 
did not the Ancient wear his mask so well? His intmatve 
activity, I have remarked above, might have been sus- 
pected; but the Moor is swayed by his Ancient’s reputa- 
tion, which, we notice, his habitual bearing warrants. He 
seems honest, as a frank, blunt, friendly, and none too 
godly man of the world. He does not, in the circumstances 
of the fiction, overdo. (Indeed, some of the critics have 
been as much taken in by him as the people on the stage; 
a sensible American even called him a prince of good 
fellows, and thought he would not, had it kept out of his 
way, have trod upon a worm; and every now and then, 
in the conjuring game of criticism, something of this 
monstrous misconception is revived.) Thus lago himself 
supports the fiction, imparts reality to the illusion, just as 
Shakespeare’s heroes and heroines, both in this play and 
* A\yuve!lti Ain'rains, Sepf. iS, 1931. 


38 



OTHELLO 


in others, lend, by their manifest qualities or charms, 
credibility to the praise or passion of their admirers, and 
Ihsen’s and O’Neill’s do not.^ And artfully honest, Lamb 
would have him played. Of Bensley he says : 

His lago was the only endurable one which I remember to 
have seen. No spectator from his action could divine more of 
his artifice than Othello was supposed to do. His confessions 
in soliloquy alone put you in possession of the mystery. There 
were no by-intimations . . . not a man setting his wits at a child, 
and winking all the while at other children who are mightily 
pleased at being let into the secret; but a consummate villain 
entrapping a noble nature into toils, against which no dis- 
cernment was available, where the manner was as fathomless 
as the piurposc seemed dark, and wthout motive. 

On the head of lago’s intellectual gifts the critics 
have been divided — some thinking them supreme, others 
limited. Some dwell on his uniform success; others, 
noting the prodigious risks he ran and his final failure, 
call it luck; both parties alike treating him as if an authen- 
ticated case, and the play as ifa chapter ofhis“ life-story”. 
Out in the world any man whose reputation for honesty 
and wsdom was so complete and spotless should, for this 
very reason, have been a little questionable, like that of 
the bank-cashier-Sunday-school-superintendents in small 
undefended to'\vn8 a generation ago. But the mere illusion, 
on the stage, has by the dramatist been achieved as 
skilfully in regard to wdsdom as to honesty: every one 
there explicitly or implicitly acknowledges it. And in the 
theatre he achieves the corresponding effect, of knavish 
craftiness, not only by lago’s success (whether in his owm 
playing or in pulling the strings for the puppets), but also 

' Cf. Poets and Playwrights, pp. 125-6. Sec also above, p. 13. 
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(which is still more important) by his manifest superiority 
in thought and speech. There is witchcraft, though not 
like the poet’s own, in his lips. His art is the black, and 
the ritual, of woven paces and waving hands, is in his 
lines. 

No one like Shakespeare in Othello has created and 
preserved the illusion of delusion; and that is the reason 
he has taken such pains to deny his hero the jealous 
nature. Thereby he derives from the initial fiction its full 
dramatic advantage and virtue: by giving the Moor the 
“predisposition”, making the character more psycho- 
logical and the situation more probable, he would be 
throwing much of this away. Some of the critics who find 
the improbability, not in the mere change ^ntbin the 
hero, but in the fact that Desdemona has bad no time or 
opportunity to bo unfaithful, have shown how easily it 
could have been provided. She and Emilia might have 
made the voyage with Cassio instead of lago. But Shake- 
speare who, of course, and rightly, does not raise the 
question, will no more give OtheUo evidence or justifica- 
tion for suspicion than the predisposition itself. By the 
impenetrableness of lago’s mask he can have a hero who 
has nothing in him of the simpleton or gull; by the want 
of a suspicious nature he can have a hero who is wholly 
noble and lovable. Thus be achieves a greater complica- 
tion — a generous nature in a jealous rage. Thus he can 
call forth and hold our sympathies for the hero in still 
greater measure than for the heroine; as Beaumont and 
Fletcher in Philasier, and Voltaire in Zaire, and Schiller in 
Kabale und Liebe (who make the hero’s hearkening to 
slander psychologically, though not poetically, more 
plausible) cannot. (But why go so far afield? — heyondthe 
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dramatist himself, somewhat neglecting his own example, 
in Cymbeline.) The end — ^the enormous emotional effect — 
justifies the. means; hut means and end and the whole 
inner substance of the play — Othello and lago, Des- 
demona, Emilia and the rest of the characters, in their 
points of view and reciprocal relations — hang, as they 
should, together. 

Not so the hero’s character, however, save as we accept 
the postulate; but then, to a degree not attained in any 
other tragedy, he both remains himself and suffers an 
eclipse. Here again there is repetition, not merely as the 
hero at last emerges, but in the comment. Why does not 
Shakespeare content himself with the simple contrast of 
Othello serene and noble at the beginning and (though 
broken) at the end, and Othello jealous and furious in 
between? By the Elizabethan audience the words about 
jealousy of Desdemona and Emilia, Lodovieo and lago, 
and the Moor himself, were doubtless not needed (sorely 
as they arc by the critics) for the guidance of their minds, 
but only of their emotions; and they are designed mainly 
to direct attention to the tragic change. And why from 
the outset docs the dramatist make nearly every character 
but the villain unreservedly love and admire the hero as 
well as the heroine, and these speak and act in such a way 
that the audience does too? Instead of bridging the gap, 
he widens it, and points to it, careful still, not for the 
psychology, but the immediate effect; and the wonder and 
dismay, felt on every hand, is not only a note of reality but 
a stroke of emphasis, both of which make the contrast 
count. Desdemona’s remark about the handkerchief 
before Othello’s entry, that, save for the fact that he is 
“made of no such baseness as jealous creatures are, it 
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were enough to puthimtoill thinking”;' Emilia’s question 
upon his exit, “Is not this man jealous?” and Desde* 
mona’s bewildered reply; Lodovico’s “Is this the noble 
Moor whom our full Senate call allin all sufficient?” lago’s 
headshake in answer, and Othello’s own *‘DOt easily 
jealous” at the close — all these throw the intervening 
situation, which intrinsically deserves it, into high relief. 
And though by Shakespeare’s art he is (as we have seen 
and are yet to see) in a manner still kept before us, we 
painfully miss the hero, and vividly recall him (while 
Lodovico continues), as he was: 

Is this the nature 

Whom passion could not shake? whose solid virtue 
The shot of accident not dart of chance 
Could neither graze nor pierce ? 

The irony is that of fact, not of fact and opinion; these 
minor characters, in noting the change, are as right as a 
Greek chorus. The villain, as often in Elizabethan tragedyt 
takes the place of the ancient Fate: and these repeated 
personal reactions bring the irony home. The villain, by 
all this contriving of the poet’s, bears in this instance, like 
the ancient Fate or intruding god, the burden of respon- 
sibility; and our sympathy with a hero made of no such 
baseness is almost without alloy. 

Not that it is tcUhout alloy; or that Othello is less than a 
truly tr.ngic figure, or fails of the hamartia (not a “fault” 
hut an “ error of judgment ”), expected of him by Aristotle.* 
In taking full advantage of the fiction, and puttingjenlousy 

* Thii, oa ■ tmtilcr •ealr, it itke Emilia** iaaiiility to dov.bt lago— It lend* 
plautibOity to OlheUo't coodoet wben be eaten. Sbe it of tbe time mind at 
her lord about tbe uomeatoutDet* and tutpiciouioeit of tbe lost of a hand* 
kerebief, though the butbtadt and witea that we know of ate not. 

* See below, p. 58, note. 
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upon the hero instead of breeding it in him, the dramatist 
nevertheless arouses "vvithin us not only pity but fear. He 
docs not free him of blame, least of all at the end, in his 
own opinion; and no one in Shakespeare’s tragedies more 
bitterly and wildly reproaches himself. He has hearkened 
unto lago — ^bke the base Indian he has thrown his pearl 
away; and (though “all unused”) weeping and lamenting, 
he knows not where to turn. “ Where should Othello go ? ” 
Yet not of himself suspicious or sensual, he is now not 
corrupted or degraded; and amid his misery and remorse, 
he still can hold up his head, and declare : 

For nought I did in hate, but aU in honour. 

not easily jealous, but, being wTought, 

Perplex’d in the extreme. 

He is a more effective tragic figure because he can say 
that — because, unlike many, he keeps our sympathy and 
admiration to the end. 


§6 

lago honest, Othello jealous; the one predicate made 
on the stage a matter of course, the other an occasion for 
grief and wonder — these interlocking, interdependent 
contrasts form the inner structure of the play. And thus 
it fulfils the requirements of Coleridge’s definition of a 
poem as a work of the imagination — “the balance or 
reconcilement of opposite and discordant qualities. . .the 
parts of which mutually support and explain each other”.^ 
The definition applies to dramatic poetry as to the lyric 
(for between them tliere is, as Mr Drinkwater says, no 
essential difference), and for that matter to other art as 
well, verbal or not. Is it not at bottom the same principle 
* See above, “Dogmata Crilica". 
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of contrast and reconcilement, thrust and counter-thrust, 
emphasis and subordination, interrelation and interde- 
pendence, in a drama as in an epic or lyric, a temple 
or a symphony, in short, the time-honoured principle of 
harmony and equilibrium, but in the manifestation ox 
application ever different and new? 

Indeed, as for the specimen of dramatic art before us, 
the various repetition, whereby the contrasts are enforced 
and impressed upon us, is a sort of artistic manipulation, 
■which, overriding the ordinary restrictions of psychology 
and realism verges upon the confines of another art, that 
of music. (It is still dramatic, however, in that it serves 
to heighten the effect of opposition and simplification, 
though it lowers that of verisimilitude.) And it mingles 
and conspires with other musical tendencies. As in most 
of the great tragedies, every character has his rhythm— 
the hero and the villain, the heroine and her waiting* 
woman — and every scene, as well as the whole, has (of 
another sort) its oavu. But here there is a kind of musical 
method even in the presentation of the character of the 
hero in his changes — serene and noble at the outset, then 
jealous and furious, then, for aU his misery, himself again. 
Amid bis rage, as has been noticed, his love is ever before 
him; of his old self we are, not only by his accent and 
manner and by others’ comments, but also by the very 
quality of his rage, continually reminded;* by a great 

* See the passagee quoted above, pp. 23, 43. And there are many othert. 
in Avhich the accent and rhythm are onmiitakable, each as: 

For ihe had ey<«, and choee tne. in, iu, 1S9. 

No, not much mov’d. 

I do not think bat Deedemona'a honeat. iii, 224. 

And if, with inch provocation. Otbello, ti we knew him, cottld reaQy rage, 
no doubt be would do it after thie large and imaginative faihion. PoeticaUy 
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Stroke of tlicatrical, but well-nigh musical art, it is, in the 
8oliIoq[uy, summoned up before us at the beginning of the 
murder scene; and at “Nay, stare not^ masters, it is true 
indeed”, the old Othello returns, with all his dignity 
(though not his serenity) upon his head, to hold and keep 
the stage. He has again the voice, the expanse of spirit, 
that captured our imagination in the Council-Chamber. 
Here, in the finale, moreover, this effect of rhythm and 
recurrence is appropriately heightened and intensified, as 
now, without psychological impropriety, and with a 
dramatic suspense, thoughts of the sword, the past, the 
future, come and go, or rise and fall, by a sort of undula- 
tion, in his consciousness. 

Suicide itself ends the speech, but in that there is for us no 
mere surprise or empty shock of horror. Over his brain memory 
holds sway, as with the dying: he looks back%vard, even as he 
looks forward, to the memory that there will be of him. Though 
no one secs his dagger, his words breathe quiet desperation and 
farewell. But the point is that with delicate and various repe- 
tition and retardation of the theme, whether by the business of 
the sword, or hints of suicide, or reminiscences and anticipations 
in digression, the poet had made it apparent already that this 
was his “journey’s end”, his “utmost sail”, and, as if it were 
in music, had prepared and reconciled our souls. And the 
chief point of all is that this w'hole final movement is an echo 
or reflux of that wth which the play began. For here in his 
misery is Othello again as first we knew and loved him — in his 
pride, in his tenderness, even in his calm — though now by 
passion shaken and by the dart of chance pierced.^ 

lie is still idcnticnl — “ the Pontic Sea ”, " the error of the moon, tvhich comes 
more nearer earth than she was wont and makes men mad”, “aspics’ 
longnt}”, and the Sibyl “in her prophetic fury”, arc not out of keeping 
"ith “these nine moons wasted” and “nntres vast and deserts idle” {Othello, 
PP. S9-60). 

* Othello, p, 61. 
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painting all lowered, because the highest in painting can* 
not approach the highest in nature. The lines of a perfect 
cube, when presented on canvas, are no longer equal. And 
apart from these primary adjustments there are others 
more optional and less imitable; such as the painting of 
snow not white but yellow and purple to secure the effect 
of radiation, or the direct apposition of complementary 
colours to secure the effect of volume. And a master of 
the art, a Shakespeare on canvas like Rubens, may, for a 
purpose, go so far as he does in the landscape noticed 
by Goethe, in the “Dogmata Critica”, above, and let the 
light fall from opposite directions, “proceeding even to 
fictions”, like the prince of dramatists in the play. His 
picture, of course, is moving. But there is a Hembrandtian 
concentration of light— of the interest — upon the hero, a 
dramatic instead of electric spotUght focused on him, even 
when he passes under the cloud of jealous fury; and as his 
free soul, thus shadowed, at last shines forth again, still 
himself though changed and shaken, there is such an effect, 
heightened by music, as the theatre bad not known or 
was again to know, too simplified and striking to be true, 
though not too untrue to be striking. 

The trouble with Shakespeare criticism, as we have 
already noticed, is that it has been prompted and guided 
by the spirit of literalism. The play has been thought to 
be a psychological document, not primarily a play, a 
structure, both interdependent and independent, the parts 
mutually, and sufficiently, supporting and explaining each 
other; and the characters have been taken for the sepa- 
rable copies of reality. At bottom the mistake is the same 
as that of tbe actors, who, as Heine said, were in his day 
concerned only for the characterization, “not at all for the 
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poetry, and still less for the art”.^ But if one character be 
so interpreted the others must be; if Othello is a study in 
psychology and tragic error, then not only he but nearly 
everybody else in the play must be stupid, and Emilia 
must be cither stupid or disloyal, or else, indeed, a prey to 
an abrupt and disenchanting intrusion of the plot. And 
then her conduct is not probable; whereas by our interpre- 
tation it is, that is (in Croce’s sense of the word) coherent, 
in harmony with the whole. How much finer in the poet, 
and more satisfying to the imagination, that the characters, 
one and all, should thus be deftly transported into another 
world, and made subject to the high and all-prevailing 
purpose of a tragic illusion; and that the play should be, 
not a transcript of fact, but, as Pater says, of the poet’s 
sense of fact — not a cluster of studies embedded in a story, 
but a new creation and an individual, unbroken whole ! 
And in so saying we are not speaking in riddles or traf- 
ficking in mysteries, but heeding the highest critical 
wisdom of the ages. Longinus is writing in the spirit of 
Aristotle before him, and of Dryden and Coleridge, Goethe 
and Sarccy after him, as he declares that “the effect of 
genius is not to persuade [or convince] an audience but 
rather to transport them out of themselves”; and “that 
the object of poetry is to enthral”, is emotional illusion.” 
And perfectly in keeping with the conception of Othello and 
other great drama that we have been presenting, dramatic 
art has, hy the last-named critic, been defined as “1’ en- 
semble des conventions. . .a I’aidc desqueUes, en reprfi- 
sentant la vie humaine sur un theatre, on donne ^ un 
public. I’illusion [only that!] de la veritfi”. 

' Shaktjptares MBdchm und Frauen^ IVerkr (Bib. Inst.) v, 388, 

“ Set, obovc, the “Dogmntn Critica”. 

ss 
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§8 

In discovering such all-subduing unity and harmony in 
this tragedy (and presently in the others too) I may, to be 
sure, seem to be contradicting myself, in view of the loose- 
ness of texture and inconsistency of statement in Shake- 
speare’s work that I have noticed both here and elsewhere. 
1 have remarked upon incongruities in matters of fact 
and detail, time and place, character and conduct; and 
in fairly equal number they are to be found in many 
others of the plays, even his greatest.^ Shakespeare is the 
least correct and punctilious of great dramatists. And 
unity is lacking, if we are thinking of the formal. Shake- 
speare’s is not so much of form and structure, logic and 
order, as of the embracing and pervading, animating and 
(as wc have seen) compelling spirit. It depends on inclu- 
sion rather than exclusion. For his artistic virtues arc 
positive, opulent, redundant, not negative or corrective, 
frugal or austere. His motto is not the Hellenic “Nothing 
too much”, but rather the Gothic “Nothing too little”. 
His vices, like bis virtues, are those of exuberance — there 
are phrases, speeches, characters, even scenes (like the 
Clown’s in the present tragedy, and Hamlet’s talk about 
theatrical art with the Players), which might happily be 
dispensed with; and how a Ben Jonson or a Racine, if 
fairly given the chance, would have applied, not the blue 
pencil only, hut the shears! His very characters, as we 
Iiave seen and are yet to see, often rise up out of the situa- 
tion and overshadow it, are not, as in most great drama, 

* Cf. /{furf/ey. pp. 2S6-9 (King Lear), p. 73 (Othello); and there are the 
notorions coses of Cossio’s wife aoi Lady Mocbetli'* cbildreo. 
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part and parcel of it: even by those critics who would not 
admit this they are (though mainly for their psychological 
significance) commonly considered worth far more than 
the rest of the play. But whether so or not, they are, as we 
have noticed, not independent of the play, and, save as in 
it, cannot be rightly interpreted- The plot is not so much 
a part of them as they arc parts of the plot; and the con- 
verse conception has, as we have noticed, been a funda- 
mental cause of critical trouble. And that upon the 
imaginative, the emotional, though not the strictly logical, 
consistency and coherence of the whole, Shakespeare, for 
all his rapidity and apparent recklessness, was intent, is 
apparent not only from his various measures to establish 
and preserve the illusion, such as the manoeuvring, and 
hedging, and musical manipulation, which we have been 
discussing, but also from those artistic expedients which 
we have only touched upon — the atmosphere created by 
means of a characteristic language and imagery, and the 
ebb and flow in the intensity of the action, and in the 
metrical movement from speech to speech and scene to 
scene. “C’est par le rythme, dit Frederic Lcfdvre, que 
recrivain ccsse d’etre artisan pour devenir sorcier.” ^ The 
atmosphere, as created and preserved throughout the play, 
has been best analysed by Professor Bradley, as he notes 
the prominence of figures in King Lear which have to do 
With Anld and ravening animals, or of darkness and the 
colour of blood in Macbethr The “orchestration” of the 
verse and the “pattern” of the action have been best 
analysed by Mr Granville-Barker, as in King Lear and 
Antony and Cleopatra. The identity of tone and continuity 

* A'oiii'rne.<e Uuirairrs, Sept. 19, 1931, p. 8. 

’ Shahespearean Traf,cdy, pp. 267-8, 333-6. 

4-a 
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of rhythm in the single character I myself have before this * 
endeavoured to present in the cases of Cleopatra, Othello, 
and lago. And isnot this theunity that was to be expected 
of Shakespeare? This may be achieved without continual 
cutting and pruning — instinctively, under the mere pres* 
sure, as the pen moves, of a single, irresistible conception. 
It is the primary matter of the identity or continuity of 
stroke or touch, or of fabric and texture, and of the mood 
and vision behind them; rather than the secondary one of 
closeness and nicety of weave, of painstaking, intellec- 
tually (instead of imaginatively) economical, arrangement 
and elaboration. Still more, it is the matter of the in* 
exhaustibleness of genius, satisfying the expectations ithas 
aroused, completing what it has undertaken, as in the 
making of a hero, a heroine, and a villain, who in speech 
and demeanour, bear out all that their friends and ad- 
mirers say. Shakespeare can keep his word and honour 
his signature^has both the imagination to conceive the 
thing in its fullness and the hand to fashion it. This is the 
unity of the Divine Comedy, -with its rounded realization, 
its manifold and flexible contrasts and interplay, rather 
than that of Paradise Lost, with its noble and solid but 
precise and rigorous structure.* It is the unity of Clarissa 
(for all Shakespeare's Fielding-like vigour and variety) 
rather than of Tom Jones. It is unity of the highest, if not 
the most faultless, sort — that which depends on the in- 
forming spirit, ever present, an illusion never broken. 

One point touched on in the preceding paragraph may 

' and Playurrigfiii, tbe rfsay oa CUopatra; pp. 128-9 for lego; and 
Oihrllo, pp. S9-^0. 

* See Ports and Playtcn'ghls, M»ay on “Wilton, Puritan of the Seventeenth 
Century”, pp. 281 n sf]. 
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need for a moment to be dwelt upon. Psychology and 
character-drawing, I have in the previous discussion taken 
for granted, are not one and the same. Critics so diverse as 
William Archer, T. S. Eliot, and A. Clutton-Brock have 
recognized this; and I need not now insist upon it. The 
psychology is the framework, so to speak; the character is 
the life and soul. The psychology is the anatomy; and as a 
great sculptor or painter may, for his purposes, here or 
there neglect or simplify the latter, so a great dramatist or 
novelist may, for his purposes, here or there neglect or 
simplify the former. Why should not the dramatist, like 
Shakespeare, have his story, his situation, his rhythm, if 
the painter, like El Greco, or the sculptor, like Bourdelle, 
must, after his fashion, have his rhythm too, even at a 
cost? From the absolute point of view this is a defect; but 
when for the whole some hitherto unsuspected beauty is 
thereby attained, we are reminded that all art is a com- 
promise and the absolute point of view does not apply. 
And particularly is this the case wdth Shakespeare’s 
characters, which, often superior to the action, or some- 
what apart from it, appear to us most clearly, not in what 
they do or fail to do, notice or fail to notice, but, as with 
Othello, Desdemona, and Emilia, in what they feel and 
.say, and in the individual accent wherewith they say it. 
There they are so vivid and consistent as to leave no 
doubt of the artistic success. It is only in characters in 
which the psychology is intentionally more prominent and 
important, and the individuality of the emotion and the 
identity of utterance are less signal and authoritative, as 
in Racine or Alficri, that sucli a defect can be more nearly 
fatal. Or in a modern novel, where is no such necessity as 
in the drama to achieve condensation, and psychology is 
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peremptorily expected and avowedly oCfered; and in 
Wassermann's Goose-Man it is a grave and disillusioning 
error that the hideous and malicious, depraved and de* 
generate cousin Fhilippina, whom the musician and his 
family all fear and distrnst, should, with so little reason, 
he suffered, as servant and nurse, to obtain a permanent 
footing in the household. She is there for the situation, 
in a time when, for that, in the freer form of the novel, 
the prerequisites are more exacting; and the situation 
achieved is not significant enough to make amends. This 
is the place for exasperation. 

§9 

In Othello, however, there is room or occasion only for 
tragic delight. An established convention, when not out* 
worn, has, even in these uncompromising days, an ad* 
vantage over an invention, like that of Wassermann 
above, or that in Melville’s fine story of Bem'to Cereno 
(where a Yankee sea captain in slave*trade times boards 
so suspicious a craft as the San Dominick, and, amid all 
his misgivings, fails to seize the next opportunity to get 
away) — the advantage of not provoking criticism, not 
arousing resistance. The spectator here accepts the con- 
vention without hesitation, as, even after two thousand 
years of use, the reader does the pastoral for elegy, in 
Thyrsis and ^fe Atque Vale, -when treated anew by a 
master hand. So treated that in Or^lfo, of course, is. The 
passions ate tense, the dramatic interest is engrossing. 
And in the highest aesthetic sense the characters are real 
— ^they ate lovable or fascinating, ^^ere in any tragedy, 
in any tongue, are there people who, throughout, speak 
more distinctly and nnmistakahly than Othello and lago. 
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Dcsclcmona and Emilia, Brabantio, Cassio, and Rodcrigo? 
or more pcnctratingly and unforgettably than the Moor, 
his gentle Lady, and his Ancient? “With truer accents 
than in Othello”, wrote, with one consent, the German 
Bulthaupt and the Spanish Mcnendez y Pelayo, who, both 
of them, knew all the drama of the ages; “pain cannot 
groan or stammer, weep or wail”. And by the present 
interpretation, I trust, the reader enjoys more of the 
spectator’s liberty to appreciate this. The situation having 
been so boldly seized but deftly handled, the illusion so 
convincingly created and sustained, he is relieved of 
psychological questionings and realistic misgivings, and 
in mind and in heart can more unreservedly respond to the 
“ simple, sensuous, and passionate ” language of poetry and 
the stage. And (which to me is less, but not much less, 
important) by this interpretation he is not, in the end, out 
of harmony with what is (as I have indicated) essential in 
Coleridge’s and Do Quincey’s appreciation of the play, 
that is, the dramatic disengaged from the psychological — • 
in short, the situation — particularly as this appears in the 
Avords of the great disciple: 

To me it is evident that Othello’s state of feeling was not that 
of a degrading, srjspicious rivalship, but the state of perfect 
misery, arising out of this dilemma, the most affecting, per- 
liaps, to contemplate, of any Avhieh can exist — viz. the dire 
necessity of loving without limit one Avhom the heart pro- 
nounces to be unworthy of that love.^ 

* De Quinccy's n"ort-5 (Edin. 1803) xiv, 171. 
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PARALLELS, ANCIENT, MEDIEVAL, AND 
MODERN; IN THE DRAMA, THE EPIC, 

AND THE NOVEL 

'Phe dramatic method which I have presented is, as I 
have indicated, not an anomaly, though in quality an 
indubitable exception. For other cases of tbe calumniator 
credited than those that have been or are to be men* 
tioned, 1 must refer the reader to my monograph:^ what 
now concerns me more is to show that this convention is 
not only not a Action of my own, or an isolated pheno* 
menon, peculiar to drama, but merely a particular form 
of a method, widespread and familiar, though by Shake* 
epeare more skilfully employed than by any, of bringing 
about a daring and pregnant contrast, with a greater mo* 
mentum to the story and a more unmingled sympathy for 
the hero, by an arti Acial or arbitrary intrusion or deception, 
human, magical, or divine. And what concerns me above all 
is to prove in this matter,not any indebtedness, but a kin- 
ship and natural solidarity in fiction; and to exhibit this 
constructive and concentrative, rather than mimetic and 
psychological, method in some of the greatest fiction in 
the world. For, as from the preceding chapter is apparent, 
it is my conviction that the clearest light attainable upon 
a piece of imaginative literature is that to be derived from 

^ OlhfRo, MpeciaUy pp. S-9, It is to b« found abo in Corneille 
Lope (FI Acero it Madrid), Tirao (£Z Burlador); and in story ancient or 
medieval it abounds, as in Apulms and Boccaedo. 
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Other suck literature, ivhether or not of the same author- 
ship, genre, period, or tongue. 

§1 

Cases in myth and legend, such as those -of Abraham 
and Isaac, Jephthah and his daughter, dramatic as they 
are, "we will pass by. In Euripides’ Hippolytus, mentioned 
above, there is not only the slander of the hero by 
Phaedra, but the ■WTath of Aphrodite, bearing heavily, 
though differently, upon them both, which, along with the 
Nurse’s artful and evil promptings, not only brings about 
the complication but also in some part relieves the queen 
of responsibibty in our eyes. And in such fateful inter- 
ventions the Greek tragedies and epics abound. There are 
tlic notable ones of Orestes, Agamemnon at Aulis, and 
Oedipus. Under obligation to avenge his father’s death, 
Orestes, who, in his moral bewilderment, consults the 
oracle of Apollo, is bidden proceed, even against his 
mother. He is nevertheless to be punished by the Furies 
for so doing, but thfc situation is both ennobled and further 
complicated through the god’s command. In the Iphi- 
genia at Aulis, indeed, all depends upon it ; and the dictates 
of piety and patriotism override those of a father’s (and 
also a husband’s) love. And were it not for the oracle from 
the fulfilment of which Oedipus fled, thus only to fulfil it, 
and were it not for the curse upon his people, the cause of 
which he pressed innocently but fearlessly forward to dis- 
cover, the tragedy would not be one of the greatest in the 
world. Here, as in the other tragedies mentioned, is the 
improbable but most tragic of entanglements, the man’s 
nature being superior and contrary' to his conduct, some- 
what like that of Othello (and that of Hamlet, Lear, and 
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Macbeth, we shall see) ; though iu the instance before ns 
the unethical conduct is, save for the kybris of his in* 
quiry, previous to the dramatic action. Here also, as in 
the case of three of the characters just mentioned, is the 
situation fairly (though not entirdy) according to the ideal 
of Aristotle, of “a man not pre*eminently virtuous and 
just, whose misfortune, however, is brought upon him, not 
by vice or depravity, but by some error of judgment'* ; our 
pity, as he has just said, ** being occasioned by undeserved 
misfortune, our fear by that of one like ourselves”. 
Presently he reiterates the dictum, adding, “the man him- 
self being either such as we have described, or better, not 
worse, than that”.^ And though there is no evidence that 
Shakespeare ever perused the Stagirite, or troubled him- 
self (if he knew either) about Creek tragedy or comedy as 
a model (for he approached the unities only when adapting 
Plautus, or when, as in Othello and The Tempest, led to 
them by the nature of his material), he was, without 
knowing it, and simply by the consummation of his 

^ § 13. In iny comparison of modern tragedy with the Creek I would not 
seem to be ignoring the dittinctloos pointed out by some great scholars. 
Ancient tragedy, at least in the hands of Aeschylus and Sophocles, was 
rehgions and moral; and concerned with the mystery, and if possible, the 
justification, of the ways of Cod. Motives not being so clearly distinguished 
as with ns from deeds, the error of judgment ia often ei^uivalent to a fault; 
end ignorance is not, as with os. indulged. Moreover, the Aristotelian 
catharsis through pity and fear (or horror) belongs, in strictness, to ancient 
tragedy alone. But 1 have here to do, not with tragedy as a whole, but the 
situation; with the essential sinuloritics in the matter of structure, of con- 
trast and duplicity, not the differences; and I must not complicate roy 
discussion by considering details, in themselves somewhat disputable. 
Professor Frye himself acknowledges (Theory of Grttk Tragedy, Unlv. 
Nebraska Studies, 1913, pp. 21-2) that the Aristotelian definition applies to 
ell great tragedy in o general way. 
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development, at one with the Greeks in the central and 
pivotal conception. He was so far a Greek because he 
was the greatest, not of psychologists, but of dramatists. 

In short, the method, arbitrary and artificial as it seems, 
is excellent; and it has been the making of the best 
tragedies (and epics too) in the world. It is a curious thing 
that the modern drama, which, in the interest of prob- 
ability and psychology, presents the character as secreting 
its own poison, not inoculated with it, and as involved in 
the action, not in conflict with it, nevertheless docs not 
much take to presenting this process directly upon the 
stage. The unities are observed, with the best of reasons. 
For in itself the process of psychical incubation is tardy and 
solitary, intangible and undramatic. Corneille and Racine, 
who initiated the modern method, observed the unities 
perforce; but Ibsen, under no classical constraint, did so 
deliberately, despite at this point the example of Shake- 
speare. And with all three the tragedy opens only as the 
air thickens and the storm threatens, while that humdrum 
pondering and dreary brooding — of Nora, the Alvings, the 
Rosraers, the Solncsscs — ^w'hich has been the cause of it, 
appears only in retrospect. Shakespeare’s method of sim- 
plification and conventionalization, which we have been 
analysing, is really the best conceivable if, as with him, 
the whole story is presented on the stage; but it was also 
that of the ancients, who presented only the last act. 

§2 

Epics might seem to be beyond our purv'iew; but 
Aristotle constantly cites Homer in speaking of tragedy, 
and once he says distinctly that the construction of an 
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epic should be like that of a drama.^ Anyone who has 
reflected on the matter will acknowledge that with the 
Greeks it is. As in tragedy and comedy both, the storj' 
begins in the middle of things; in so far as may be, the 
action is presented through the speech of the characters, 
not of the poet; and the long stretch of time covered is 
telescoped, in the Iliad to forty-seven days, in the Odyssey 
to forty-two. Even then narrative had decisively taken 
the direction which it still follows; and if all art constantly 
aspires towards the condition of music, all narrative art 
seems, more immediately, to aspire towards the condition 
of drama. What do we see nowadays but the novel 
itself, with Dostoyevsky and Conrad, James and Joyce, 
as well as the French, rather steadily becoming mote 
dramatic, restricted in time and place and even (more 
dramatic than drama!) to one point of view? 

Be that as it may, in the ancient and the medieval epics 
the Othello method, though without slander, is employed. 
Can Athena, as she stays the hand of Achilles when, in 
the opening scene of the Iliad, he is about to put an end 
to Agamemnon, be an allegory?* She is the goddess of wis- 
dom, and here she may seem to he representing it. But to 

• Potties, 23. 

* Since writing the above, I have happened upon Professor BradleyV in- 
terpretation of the episode (Shofreipearean Tragedy, p. 34S), which I bad 
forgotten. It Is in anotber connection, a« a parallel to the relation between 
the Weird Siatere and Maebelh. The critic considers the goddess real and 
external, but as serving only to strengthen an inward movement in the mind 
of Achilles. Yet be is already drawing his great sword when she catches him 
by his golden hair; and Professor Bradley’s interpretation seems to me to 
spoil the immediate as well as the subsequent situation, in both the epic and 
the tragedy. See below, pp. 87, 90. A boy’s imagination is here a good test, 
and what boy would have Achillea here so tame? If by wisdom be be 
governed, it is of that pitiful sort which prefers abusive words to deeds! 
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the Greeks she "was not the goddess of wisdom only but of 
war; and, at this early time, before all else a goddess. There 
is allegory in the Iliad, as when Strife or Discord appears 
upon the field; but it is of a simple and obvious sort. The 
fundamental objection to it here, however, is that It re- 
moves the obstacle, and relaxes the situation, not only at 
this juncture but in the whole long drama which ensues. 
If it be but wisdom that now stays tlie hand of the most 
fearless and fearful of the warriors, by thus keeping his 
cliaractcr intact he really belies it, and makes meaningless 
or unhcroic his bitter, abusive words as he acquiesces, as 
well as his wrathful sojourn subsequently in his tent. The 
whole dramatic value of that arises out of the eagerness 
for his participation, on the part of both the Greek army 
and Achilles himself — “yearning for the war-cry and for 
battle*’ (i, 492) — baffled by his pride. Only, therefore, as 
he bows to the deity, not the dictates of wisdom, are he and 
the army brought into that complication; and only as he 
is unavoidably thwarted in his purpose of retabation at 
the outset is the reader’s sympathy for a romantic hero, 
in a poem of warfare and derring-do, not of discretion and 
edification, caught and secured. 

Also the other situations of the hero are, essentially, like 
that of Othello, and arc treated in a similar way. As he 
chooses between long life, on the one hand, and fame, or 
(later) rev'enge for his friend, on the other, or betw'een re- 
venge for his friend and the promptings of humanity (and 
piety) as represented by the father of his foe, there is no 
analysis or hesitation, no inner debate or visible struggle. 
As with Othello — as Avith Antigone — that would have 
been to ahenate some of the sympathy, trouble the situa- 
tion, bedim the contrast. Again there is juxtaposition 
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instead of alternation; but, though in the background, 
Achilles’ feelings are perfectly apparent to the reader — ^his 
desire for life, bis love for his friend, and his deep aversion 
to abating one jot or tittle of the full measure of the vin* 
dictive honours owing to him, at the end, just as is his 
yearning for battle after the quarrel at the beginning. In 
another essay than that cited at the close of Chapter ii, 
in a different connection and without any reference to 
Othello, De Quincey perceives in this situation an equiva* 
lent artistic supremacy, which is partly due, as the writer 
seems to imply, to a similar construction; 

Then we see him rise in his noontide wrath, before which no 
life could stand. The frenzy of his grief makes him for a time 
cruel and implacable. He sweeps the field of battle like a 
monsoon. His revenge descends perfect, sudden, like a curse 
from heaven.. . .But the poet, before he would let him loose 
upon men, creates for him a sufficient, or at least palh’ating 
motive. In the sternest of his acts, we read only the anguish 
of hie grief. This is surely the perfection of art.* 

And if Aeneas, deserting Dido, were prompted by his 
own personal ornationalistic ambitions, not by a mandate 
from on high, what a sorry figure he would then be ! Even 
as it is, he has lately been called ” a brute”,* though with 
the acknowledgment that be was not meant to he such; 
but how much more justified would have been the appel* 
lation if his conduct had been (as in the case of Othello, 
Macbeth, Lear, and Hamlet the critics would have it to be) 
quite in keeping with his character ! Also Dido and Aeneas, 
Tumus and Amata act more speedily, and take more of 
our sympathy with them, as they fall in love because in- 

* Pe Quineey’g TTorks (Edlo. 1663), V, 391. 

^ O^ori Sook of Latin Vtrat, p. 9ux (B. 'W. Garrod). 
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flamed by Cupid at the instigation of Venus, or into a mad 
rage because inflamed by Allccto at the instigation of 
Juno. In the Aeneid and both the Homeric epics alike, 
the frecpient divine promptings and interventions serve 
not only to relieve the character’s responsibility but to pre- 
serve his prestige; as when a god or goddess snatches him 
up out of the combat (or “puts a weakling heart in his 
bosom”), deludes him or his enemy with a dream, mis- 
leads cither by a wraith or by one person transformed 
into the likeness of another, or dazzles or beclouds his own 
or his enemy’s eyes. In ancient epic arc many of the 
constructional devices of deception later employed in 
Renaissance tragedy and comedy, though rarely those 
of a villain or a rogue. 

Arnold, in the preface to the 1853 edition of his poems, 
observes tliat the best poems dealing with the details of 
modem life which pass daily under our eyes, leave the 
reader cold in comparison with the effect produced upon 
him by the latter books of the Iliad, by the Orcsteia, or by 
the episode of Dido. “And why is this? Simply because in 
the three latter cases the action is greater, the personages 
nobler, the situations more intense; and this is the true 
basis of the interest in a poetical work, and this alone.” 
The words apply equally to Othello as I have been en- 
deavouring to present it; and the artifices of simplification 
and concentration adopted arc much the same. 

And W'hat of the epical stories of the Middle Ages — 
Siegfried drinking his potion and forgetting Briinnhildc, 
and Tristram and Isolt drinking theirs and forgetting 
every' one else in the world? Mr Robinson, in his Tristram, 
has put the potion aside; but, preserving realism, has lost 
a measure of the sympathy' and dramatic effect. In the 
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older story knightly honour and the conjugal were not 
thus ignobly compromised; the sharp contrast between 
the lovers and their passion not thus broken or dulled. 

§3 

It is the same strategy, in epic and tragedy alike. Ids 
that recommended by Dumas for drama nowadays — 
“I’audace, toujours I’audace”. It is that recommended, 
more discreetly, by Dryden before him — “the boldest 
strokes of poetry, when they ore managed artfully, are 
those which most delight the reader’’;^ and the famous 
dramatist (and, justly, more famous critic) laments in bis 
own masterpiece, All far Love, the lack of the very sort we 
have been discussing: “That which is wanting to workup 
the pity to a greater height was not afforded by the story; 
for the crimes of love, which they both committed, were 
not occasioned by any necessity,^ or fatal ignorance, but 
were wholly voluntary”. No more than the greatest is 
the Bestoration playwright content with character its 
own fate, as in life— and criticism. He had rather be 
tragical than psychological, or ethical, or “true”. In his 
tragedy he recognizes no doubt the defect that a subse- 
quent neo'classicist and man of letters acknowledges, not 
merely in bis own, but in that of his people in general, 
when Voltaire, who likewise knew both the ancients and 
Shakespeare, echoes Saint-Evremond as he declares that, 
in comparison, “nos pieces ne font pas une impression 
assez forte; que ce qui doit former la pitifi fait tout au plus 
de la tendresse; que I’emotion tient lieu de saisissement, 
I ^tonnement de I’horreur; qu'il manque a nos sentiments 

3 Apology piefixed t»'‘TbeSut« ot Innocence" (1671). 

* ^ecMKtlai. of coocee. 
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qucique chose H’assez profond”.^ For in Corneille and 
Racine psychology first comes into its own. But no 
criticism so well fits and warrants the method of the Greeks 
and Shakespeare, boldest and also subtlest of poets, as 
that of the exquisite and penetrating Petronius Arbiter. 
Not as in history, he says, “sed per ambages deorumque 
ministcria. . .praecipitandus est liber spiritus, ut potius 
furcnlis animi valicinatio appareat quam religiosae 
orationis sub testibus fides” {Satyricon, 119). Of which 
Drydcn remarks that “it is thought he taxes Lucan,. . . 
[who] used not much the help of the heathen deities; there 
was neither the ministry of the gods, nor the precipitation 
of the soul, nor the fury of a prophet. . .in bis Pharsalia; 
he treats you more like a philosopher than a poet. . .in 
one word, he walks soberly afoot, when he might fly”.- 
And Shakespeare? — He has both the wings and the will. 

§4 

Even in the placid and ample pages of the novel the 
writer would walk not too soberly afoot, and calls in the 
ministry of the gods. What else is that of the “heavy” 
fathers, tyrannical guardians, or amorous and barbarous 
aunts and duennas, in the eighteenth and nineteenth een- 
turics, who thwart the course of others’ love? Samuel 
Butler, himself a novelist, goes so far astray as to take 
Richardson and. Fielding, Smollett and Jane Austen for 
evidence that “at the beginning of the nineteenth century 
the relations of parents and children were still far from 
!=atisfactory”; and the drama, no doubt, for evidence, 
when he makes out such relations in Elizabethan times to 

' Appel ii totitFs Irs iVmiorts, (Euitfs (1879), xxiv, 218. 

' Of Heroic Plays 0612). 
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have been on the ^vhole more kindly. Things got worse, it 
seems — if noveJs be social documents.^ The diiTerence is 
really in the art — between a scene public and patrician, 
on the one hand, and one domestic and bourgeois, on the 
other. The heavy father (though there he too sometimes 
appears) is like Fate or the Sovereign, the villain or the 
rival, in Elizabethan and Restoration drama. In the 
novel itself the villain lingers on till after Dickens and 
Thackeray; as well as the other means or methods of 
deception — disguise and mistaken identity, eavesdropping 
and letter-reading — a beautiful woman as a man playing 
a big part so late as in Gautier’s Mademoiselle de Maupin. 
To be sure, the situation thus produced is rather esctcmal; 
in English novels, at least, the hero or berome is not often 
a prey to two passions side by side, like Othello ; or pitted 
against each other, like Pb^dre or Hermione. Neverthe- 
less, there is here, for a similar structural purpose, an 
irrational element, such as we have been finding, to he 
allowed for. The fond parents of the delightful young 
people are suddenly outrageous, leaving no stone un- 
turned — no door unlocked or hard word unuttered — to 
wreck their lifelong happiness. And the daughters seem 
strangely patient and dutiful; or, considering the treat- 
ment they receive, strangely affectionate and attached; 
but, they and their lovers alike, woefully lacking in 
cleverness or enterprise. Seldom in novels till these latter 
days, and not often then, are the lets and hindrances 
limited to those which naturally hut slowly and un- 
demonstratively arise in the hearts or out of the circum- 
stances of the young people themselves; seldom do the 

Cf. mv Shotfspror# Sludtr* (1927), Cbap. ii, and an utlcle is the 
Mod. banj;. Attoe, MeTch, 1932, entitled **LitRetaie and Life Agein**' 
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situations lie merely ia the contrasts and conflicts, ironies 
and paradoxes, of character or sex. 

In the above paragraph I have, as is apparent, been 
glancing at Tom Jones, which at one point I have already 
cited as an example of naturalness in response to gossip. 
Sophia is rather exceptional. Allworthy, though an in- 
telligent and kindly man, genuinely attached to Tom, 
seems to have as little real acquaintance with him, and 
with Blilil and Thwackum (who complain of him and 
slander him), despite years of living with them all, as, 
with far less opportimity, has Othello with Desdemona, 
Cassio, and lago. Near the end of the big book we are told 
that he had never loved or esteemed Thwackum, and 
(which is improbable in itself) had retained his services as 
tutor only for his scholarship and assiduity; why, then, 
at BO fateful a juncture should the Squire have taken his 
word? He pursues no careful inquiry, holds no judicial 
hearing, and sees no necessity of rousing Tom out of his 
grief and despair to speak up for himself. By Blilil, on 
llic other hand, he is hoodwinked, along vdth Western and 
his Bister, from the beginning; like Othello, he cannot see 
anything untU the last situation of the last act, and then 
sees all at once. Thereupon Tom is taken again to his 
bosom; and wth still less of a chance to defend himself, 
Blifil, as a “viper”, is cast out of it. The one process 
corresponds to the other — ^^vhat has been done is now un- 
done — hut neither corresponds to normal human nature 
and conduct. So lightly one cannot pass from belief and 
affection to disbelief and hatred, and hack again. The 
human mind is not so immediately receptive and respon- 
sive; it resists and reacts, and (if the inner motive be 
strong enough) even against what to others would be the 
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most unimpeachable testimony and the most convincing 
evidence. And this no one knows better than Fielding him- 
self, when the plot or a situation is not at stake. Yet in 
the service of these he employs also most of the other 
arbitrary and artificial devices which we have men- 
tioned; and it is partly by his skill in handling them, and 
bis power in presenting character by means of them (or in 
spite of them) that he attained to fame. However, hb 
book is not a drama or a poem; and the devices are not 
made to serve a necessary function of the dramatic 
economy, or the higher one of a unifying illusion. 

C/orissn, in which they are employed as abundantly, but 
somewhat less fcankly,i8 a better parallel. Here is another 
improbable situation— a whole family, hitherto to the 
clever and charming heroine devoted, suddenly bent on 
making her for ever wretched as the wife of a man she 
properly despises, in order, simply because of her brother’s 
quarrel, to keep her from Lovelace, whose advances they 
have previously welcomed and she has no open thought of 
encouraging herself; and on driving her, by their persecu- 
tions, torments, and menaces, despite every justifiable 
concession on her part, into his power. It is the last thing 
that, in the flesh, this pink of propriety would have done; 
or that her relatives, if they loved her, and were in their 
senses, would have driven her to do. “Good God of 
Heaven and Earth ! ” cries Miss Howe, her confidante, at 
the news, long before the dire, irremediable consequences. 
“The step you have been forced upon on one hand”, she 
says again, “and tricked into on the other! A strange 
fatality!”^ Ambages deorumque ministeria! And what the 
novelist is seeking is the further situation of a noble and 

• n, letter 16 . 
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innocent woman seduced by a haughty and resentful, 
intriguing and sadistic Don Juan, like that of Othello in 
the clutches of lago (and like that of Desdemona — at the 
same time loved and tortured — ^in his own), together with 
the startling contrast and relief of such unlikely company, 
though at the cost of even a lesser measure of fault in the 
victim; and the tragic irony and paradox, the balance or 
reconcilement of opposite or discordant qualities, are con- 
tinually impressed upon us. “ Flying from friends she was 
resolved not to abandon, to the man she was determined 
not to go off %vith.. . .How could I be such a villain to so 
divine a creature? Yet love her all the time, as never man 
loved woman !”i 

But the price to pay — the improbabilities, as real as in 
the tragedy — ^is, as in a novel it may he, better concealed. 
The dubious period, frequently alluded to, when the family 
^vcre fond of the daughter, and were reasonable enough for 
her to have been fond of them, and the house was the home 
of peace and quiet, is previous to the narrative; and the 
stratagems and contrivances of Lovelace within and with- 
out the household, the means whereby Clarissa, under 
restraint, keeps in correspondence with him and others, as 
well as her motives in his case for beginning it," together 
with the scruples against fleeing with Miss Howe or to 
Lady Betty’s instead, are generally kept in the background, 
or slurred over, or in some way, however unsatisfactory, 
explained. What is perhaps the greatest improbability — 
that Lovelace should love one so virtuous, and still 

* III, letter 5; vm, letter 18. 

The motive which she recopnizes is the specious one of alloying his 
resentment; but in retrospect she realizes the truth of Miss Howe’s opinion 
t >at she was more interested in him than she was n^vare. 
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than a century, however, in story, novel, and drama alike, 
it has, frequently, been replaced by the contrast that may, 
actually or apparently, be discovered among primitives 
{such as Corsicans or Hindoos, criminals, social outcasts 
or rebels) ; or among special trades or professions, whether 
in opposition to the standard morality of Europe, or 
within themselves as they cultivate one virtue at the 
expense of others — though shedding blood not thieving, 
though thieving and lying not fornicating, though robbing 
strangers not betraying a comrade, though wicked devout, 
and making of their virtue, their vice or trade, a point of 
honour. More recently, for a similar purpose, as well as 
the inherent interest, psychological abnormalities and 
sexual perversions have been employed. But as late as 
1886, in Hardy’s Mayor of Casterhridge, a fairly long novel 
and a great one, somethtog of the artificial and arbitrary 
contrast reappears, though rather of the sort in King Lear 
than in the tragedy we have been discussing. Near the 
beginning Hencbard, under the stress of poverty and the 
influence of drink, sells bis wife and child; and thence* 
forward, and forthwith, the author has the advantage of a 
hero apparently single and really married, not unlike that 
of Shakespeare's wise and loving father who has been 
foolish and cruel, his unsuspicious husband who is jealous, 
and (as we are yet to see) his brave and honourable warrior 
who is a traitor and assassin. And as the past recoils upon 
the present there are Elizabethan complications and 
ironies. But a better parallel is with the medieval epics. 
Drink and drugs, still turned to account in the novel and 
the short story, that a man may do what by nature he 
would not, arc not unlike the magic potions. 

In Thackeray, in the fifties, there is, several times, the 
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par la seule adresse de la composition, les evenements essea- 
tieis et & donner a tous les autres le degre de relief qui leur 
convient, suivant leur importance, pour produire la seosati'on 
profonde de la v€ril€ sp^ciale qu’on vcut montrer. 

Faire vrai consiste done a donner I'dlusion complete du vrai, 
suivant la logique ordinaire des faits, et non a les transcrire 
servilement dans le pele'inele de leur succession. 

J’en conclus que les R^alistes de talent devraient s’appeler 
plutSt des lUusionistes, Pp. xiv, xv. 

And the critics who have treated Shakespeare’s creatures 
as if they were psychological specimens to analyse or 
documents to deciplierseem for the time to have forgotten 
the nature even of the literary art of their own day. 
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MACBETH 
§1 

I MUST now move more rapidly (save in the case of 
Hamlet, lo be sure), confining myself, for the most part, to 
a general indication of a similar method in the other chief 
tragedies. It is followed in both Hamlet and Macbeth; as I 
bad pointed out before reading Mr Robert Bridges’ essay 
on The Injlucnce of the Audience in Shakespeare, though to 
it and Mr Middleton Murry’s seal of approval put upon it^ 
I am greatly indebted, not only for confirming but for 
clarifying my views.^ In the latter play (on which Mr 
Bridges centred his attention) is the same contradiction or 
antinomy — a brave and honourable man plunged into 
cowardly and dishonourable conduct; an ambitious man 
with his thoughts, both before and after the crime, set, not 
upon the reasons which would impel or justify him, but 
upon those wliich would deter him. Still more noticeably 
than in Othello^ the dramatist has deliberately passed over 
thcniotivcs or justifications — Macbeth’s grievances against 
Duncan, the king’s feeble government and his general’s 
stronger and juster one in the sequel — furnished him in 

‘ The Nm Adetphi, Dec. 1927, pp. 159-60. 

’ It is necessary to speak thus exactly, for to some scholars I may seem in 
ny monographs to have profited by the Poet Laureate’s views without 
•cknowledgmenl. Buried in the great Shakespeare Head edition (1907), 
his essay met my eye only after Hamlet (1919). 

’ Cf. below, p. 97, for logo; above, p. 12, for Othello himself. 


77 


MACBETH 


cut, particularly welcome in a tragedy which covers the 
whole story, with nunvetows characters and incidents, not 
merely, as does the French, the last stage or stretch of it. 
Not presented, the conflict is suggested. The deterrents 
directly and plainly appear; and the strength of the hero’s 
incentives or desires may be inferred from his conduct, 
even from his horror of it, and from the fatal and the con- 
jugal promptings to w’hich he yields. In French tragedy 
the hero gives utterance to his desires and incentives, 
leaving to his beloved or bis confidant the counsels of 
honour or duty ; or else the hero considers alternately both 
sides of the question himself: and all in an emotional 
debate, with a fluctuating movement, which takes up the 
larger part of the play. Thus we see clearly, as not in 
Afccfieth, how he comes to act and why; but action is for 
long in abeyance. In Macbeth the process is swifter and 
more summary. Parts of four short scenes — less than two 
hundred lines— suiBce for it. And it is much the same 
method, at about the same time, as in Heyw'ood’s Woman 
Killed uiith Kindness, though there both temptation and 
fall take place within the limits of a single scene.^ Still 
more than Macbeth, both Wendoll and Mrs Frankford 
speak against the tenor of what they are doing, and (save 
in the mere fact of their doing it) their inclination appears 
chiefly in the guise of Destiny, against which they exclaim. 
To one accustomed to the French method, intent upon 
psychology, all three characters may seem irrational, 
sinning against their will. But the contrast, in both plays, 
is made clear enough: only the conflict is intimated or im- 
plied. The battle we do not witness, in its changes, but 
hear it from afar. 
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Here are the makings of drama, no question — and the 
psychology lacking has, by the critics, been duly .supplied. 
But, like that provided for Othello, it is unreal and spe- 
cious; yet, like it, again, when reduced to its lowest terms, 
almost equivalent to the purely dramatic and poetic ex- 
planation that I offer.^ The critics’ perceptions are right, 
only their interpretations are wrong. “The deed is done 
in horror”, says Mr Bradley, “and without the faintest 
desire or sense of glory' — done, one may almost say, as if 
it were an appalling duty” — ^^vhich, though true, is not 
psychology', but really amounts to what I have said 
above. It is no more psychology than Bradley’s and 
Raleigh’s and the others’ explanation of Othello — “His 
trust where he trusts is absolute”^ — which, when we stop 
to think of it, makes him worse than a Potiphar or 
Proetus ! They hearkened not unto strangers but unto 
their wives. It is a good tiling in criticism, if not always in 
poetry and drama, to call things by their proper names. 
“Trust”, “horror”, “duty” — “when I make a word do a 
lot of work like that”, says Humpty Dumpty, “I always 
pay it extra”. The only psy'chology possible for Macbeth 
is a morbid or abnormal sort, which would have him 
tempted as by the sight of cold steel to plunge it into you, 
or as by an aby'ss to jump into it; but that, not clearly 
indicated, is out of the question for a popular tragic hero 
in the time of Elizabeth; or (to speak historically) a great 
general and champion in the time of Edward the Con- 
fessor, when Scottish Earls were still thanes, and the law 
of succession was not yet fixed, who, after in his own castle 
both the king and his supposed murderers have been 
murdered, proceeds, unchallenged, with a primitive facility' 
* Sec above, p. 17. - Skakcspeorcan Tragedy (1903). p. 191. 
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betb's ambitioo and ivill, ventures to exhibit his hero as truly 
possessed by the proper shame and horror, but fascinated by 
the presentation which is deluding the audience ’V 
The spectral dagger tempts him — Fate lures him on; hut 
hedging and finesse are not enough. In large measure the 
poet’s success in overcoming the objectionable effects of 
the hig and hold situation which he has created, is owing, 
as both the Poet Laureate and Professor Frye have 
noticed, to the power and skill with which the character 
is enforced upon the audience: “for it is when their minds 
ace preoccupied with his personality that the actions follow 
as unquestionable realities, and in the Macbeth even pre* 
ordained and prophesied’’.* In all these various ways, 
then, their reason, their logical and natural expectations, 
are not frankly and directly satisfied, but circumvented or 
overridden. 

In the incidents there is less of miquestionable reality 
than in the characters, one and all; these in Shakespeare 
generally are not, as in Itacine and Ibsen,cQextensivewith 
their conduct, or always in harmony with it, hut are pre- 
sented also from other sides and convince in their o%vn 
right. They are presented in the round, and start up from 
the canvas. They utter thoughts and sentiments not 
strictly required for the business in hand, and appear also 
in simple and humble relations. In Macbeth and his wife, 
indeed, this is less noticeable than in Othello, Hamlet, 
and Lear, Brutus, Romeo, and Coctolanus; hut perhaps 
still more than any of these they are vivified and trans- 
figured by the power of poetry. 

This works not so much upon them as within them, and 
particularly through the conscience; by that more than 
‘ Ibid. i.p. 329-3a. * Ibid. p. 329. 
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by any charm or native nobility of character, such as is 
in the other heroes apparent, the sympathies of the 
andicncc arc touched and retained. Not so much repent- 
ance as retribution, it nevertheless speaks, in the thane 
and his lady, by his or her own individual voice, out of his 
or her own experience; and they are ennobled by the 
utterance of such thoughts and feelings, however (in the 
last analysis) inappropriate, and by their moral sufferings, 
however improbable. “ [The expressions] ”, says Maeter- 
linck, “are continually borrowed from the environment 
of tlie characters, and, by preference, from the noblest, the 
hugest things of heaven and earth, in such a way that the 
men themselves form the atmosphere which they breathe 
and, at the same time, become the tragic creatures of the 
atmosphere which they create.”^ In modem times the 
professional psychologists, who, if not w'ith poetic taste, 
arc blest with candour, have, unaware of this traditional, 
external nature of the conscience, taken Macbeth, as 
warned by it so clearly and vividly before the deed, and 
moved to lamentation so immediately thereupon, for a 
coward, hjiiocritc, or sentimentalist, or aU three of these 
together. “Mere poetical whining”, they cry, “over his 
most merited situation ! ” For they suppose him to be am- 
bitious and ruthless by nature, not. mainly, by a conjunc- 
tion of influences and circumstances. But is it not just so 
that some of the critics have taken OthcUo to be either 
suspicious or stupid; and Lear, of late, to be habitually 
irascible and tyrannical;” which is, to use the phrase of 

’ Fortnighlly Beview, Xau, 699. 

• Cf. Alios L. B. Campbell’s Shakespeare's Tragic Heroes (1930); Dover 
M iloon's Essential Shakespeare, pp. 125—7. And sec below, p. 138. I have 
dealt with this learned hut (as I think) unsympathetic criticism in an un- 
published article entitled “Literature and Life Once More”. 
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Banquo, ‘^who smiles upon me and points at them for 
his”. And Nature? Night is invoked before the first 
murder by the heroine and before the next by the hero, 
and it wraps them round. The “spirits that tend on 
mortal thoughts”, they come but do not go. There is 
fatal fascination in the vision of the dagger, and retrihu* 
tion in the voice that cries, “Sleep no more”. Sleep, where 
Night holds sway, with its laughter and misgivings, sighs 
and remorseful mutterings, and terrible dreams, plays a 
big and repeated part in the story. And the raven himself 
is hoarse that croaks the fatal entrance; the owl shrieks, 
the fatal bellman; the horses of Duncan, it is reported, eat 
each other; there is a storm, and even afar, where Lennox 
lay, there have been lamenttngs heard in the air, strange 
screams of death, and accents terrible. Like the tempest 
in King Lear and that attended with supernatural por* 
tents in Julius Caesar, this demonstration is (again) not 
a modern symbol, not a poetic echo of either men's pas* 
sions or their deeds, but a means of emotional emphasis 
which derives authority from o superstitious notion, not 
then extinct, that the fall or murder of monarchs was 
portended or accompanied by an upheaval in Nature, 
whether in sympathy or in revulsion. This ambiguity or 
contradiction, as in the function, noted above, of the 
Weird Sisters, of Night and the deadly spirits that attend 
her, and even somewhat as in the “veiled confusion ‘of 
motive” at the outset, but serves the dramatic purpose. 
Hero and heroine seem tangled in a net, partly of their 
weaving. These sinister ntterances and dispositions, more- 
over, waken echoes within. The demonic conscience of the 
two murderers is itself, as we have seen, a nemesis; and 
one of its chief means of torment is to summon up re- 
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mcmhrancc of things past. The Lady, in her sleep-walking, 
filill hears the knocking at tlie gate, which had continued, 
with drunken mimicry and unconsciously apposite com- 
ment, till the Porter opened it; and, thus musically 
treated, almost as if of retribution a symbol, it fairly 
reverberates through the play. Now in such a potency of 
Fate, such a malignity of Nature, Shakespeare probably 
no more believed than in that of the villain; yet he believes 
in it, and leads us to do likewise, “for the moment”, 
within the magic circle he has drawn. On the belief the 
tragedy, in its poetic purposes, depends. 


89 



Chapter V 
HAMLET 
§1 

In Hamlet, also, though in a different manner, the hero 
is put in a plight — made superior to his conduct and some* 
what averse to it. Again the highly effective situation is 
brought about by external means — by the ghost, which is, 
of course, no Bgment of the hero's imagination, and no 
more an allegory or symbol than is the goddess Athena in 
the epic or the Weird Sisters in the tragedy, who perform 
much the same dramatic function. And again theimproba- 
bilities are allayed by the reality of the characterization, 
the interest of a quickly moving story, a veiled confusion 
of motive, and the aU-reconciling power of poetry. 

Of the dramatist’s particular purpose, however, and bis 
success in achieving it, we are here less able rightly to 
judge because the original Hamlet is lost; though of this 
we indirectly know enough (that is, through the sister 
play The Spanish Tragedy, by the same author; the Ger- 
man Hamleti uod Quarto I, which is Shakespeare’s first 
revision, piratically printed and inadequately reported)* 
* The dates of Tht Spaniah Tragtdy and the old Hamltt are prior to 1589, 
and the old Hamlet ia probably previoaa to the other play the tinip** 
reaion that the etory of the latter is the Belleforesl Hamlet etory traiwpoj^ 
a father revenging instead of the son. That Kyd was the author of the oM 
Hamlet is as certain as any attribution founded on indirect evidence cto bt- 
The First Quarto was published in 1603; Der Bestrafte Brudermord U «» J 
MS. of 1710, though it must have been written much earlier, and is hi 
either on Kyd direct or Quarto I. Marston’s Antonio's Revenge (<• 159^ 
1600), being, hke his other tragedies, under Kyd’e influence. repeaU 
sitnauons and follows its technique. 
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to be sure that for the resulting obscurity it was much to 
blame. This rudely written but cunningly constructed 
Scnccan melodrama of Kyd’s was popular — hence the two 
revisions of it by the most popular dramatist of the Lon- 
don stage; and yielding to the demand of his company and 
tlicir public, the poet was not free, if indeed, in view of the 
practical necessities and advantages, he w'as much dis- 
posed, to make sweeping changes. Until his life-giving 
hand retouched it the play had not been so popular as The 
Spanish Tragedy^ which had, in the last months, taken a 
new lease of life from the mad-scenes added by Jonson; 
it was this success that the Chamberlain’s company was 
now emulating; and since the most unreasonable features 
of the Danish tragedy, shared by the Spanish, were its 
most unmistakable attractions, they must be not only 
retained but, in Jonson’s fashion, heightened and set olF. 
The story must in general be the same story, though 
better told, or both company and public would be dis- 
appointed; and the principal improvement expected was 
no doubt in style and metre. 

With merely that Shakespeare could not have contented 
himself, hut just how far was he to go? Because not only 
of the popular demand hut of dramatic requirements, the 
ghost must still appear at the beginning, and the tragic 
deed be accomplished, as in all good revenge plays, 
ancient or modern, at the end. How, then, was the 
revenger to he occupied in the meantime? As in the old 
Hamlet, of course — secretly, with intrigue and melancholy 
meditation, Avhich to us seem not greatly to advance the 
business in hand (but must needs not too greatly advance 
it); and publicly, with a pretence of madness, which to us 
seems only to thwart it. But there these matters were. 
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superficially at least, less implausible. There the delay, 
though like Hierooimo, in The Spanish Tragedy, the hero 
reproached himself for it, was attributed to the King’s 
being difficult of access; and the feigned madness was 
represented as a means to reach him. These motives, hke 
others that the dramatist found in his sources, he deli* 
berately omitted (for a poor explanation only creates a 
need of explanation); and, as in Othello and Macheik, he 
had recourse to manceuvring. In a play that bore such a 
title, and kept to the old story, he could not, without the 
plainest indication, which he has not provided, shake off 
the Senecan tradition;^ and, prompted by bta usual op- 
portunism, he turned that tradition to account. Profiting 
by the familiarity of feigned madness as an artifice and a 
natural employment of the revenger at Court, not only in 
the old Hamlet, The Spanish Tragedy, and his own IVlw 
^nrfronicus, but also in the legends of the elder Brutus at 
the Court of Tarquin, and of David at that of Achish, 

This point is i,hat many critics wholly literary in their interests do not 
M. They ate shocked and indigaanl at the old Homlet (and Tk* S/wriifc 
Tragedy) bring spoken of in the aame breath with Shakespeart'i, and at the 
heroes at all refembling each other; and they more than intimate that tneh 
comparisons argne an insentifaOity in the speaker. They rnih to the conch- 
Sion that he discerns little difference between them in quality, as isell ** 
kind, They do not realiae that Shakespeare, writing for an audience, and i 
company, not for them, had not a free hand, if really he desired it; that iin« 
the audience remembered the old homier, and other plays like it nowon the 
®t*ge, he, writing apparently only another Hamlet, mnst constantly re* 
mem^ ert *earliertoo;andlhatliiscritica,tonnderstandhiiii,mnstaawell. 

nti^ for print and two thousand years after, Racine could make i 
^Aaedro rather different from that of Ennpides, and Goethe, a different 
pSigenw; hnt not so different as this Hamlet expected hy the criUes of 
snafeespeare, v.hen the other was not a dozen years old and reeenUy was itin 

estage. AndstiUleesdothecriticarealizethatinkeepingtheftoryand 

araeter fairly intact lay the Elizabethan dramatist’s advantage. 
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King jof Gatli — “And he changed hie behaviour before 
them, and feigned himself mad in their hands” — he 
passed lightly, carrying his audience with him, over the 
reasons for it here: 

As I perchance hereafter shall think meet 

To put an antic disposition on, — 

andhythctimetliey arc to see him again the hero has put it 
on already. The dramatist taking it as a matter of course, 
the audience would so take it; and not, like the critics, 
scratch their heads, and cunningly conclude (as a genera- 
tion ago) that it is a “safety-valve”, or (as nowadays) a 
case of “double consciousness”, or any of the numerous 
other things it has been thought to be^ and still less, that 
the man is crazy in reality. Thus, and by his subtler 
treatment and phrasing, he intensified an effect of con- 
trast provided in the melodrama, similar (as ^v•c shall see) 
to that later invented for Othello, and, however improbable, 
too precious to be surrendered. And profiling by the 
familiarity of the rest of the intrigue — the bafiling of the 
spies, the doubt of the ghost and the theatrical perform- 
ance to satisfy it, the sparing of the King at his devo- 
tions, the killing of him (as is intended) behind the arras 
and the reproachful conference with his mother, the trip 
to England — the dramatist (to judge by the changes from 
Quarto I to Quarto II and the Folio) subdued, instead of 
emphasizing, its irrelcv'ancc, hut accentuated and com- 
plicated its dangers; letting Hamlet perilously jday the 
King’s game (but beat him at it) as if it were his own, and, 
unlike Kyd’s Hamlet, keep the secret of his rc\'cngeful 
purpose from his friends, his mother, and even from 
Horatio until near the end of the tragedy, and his plan to 
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the very end.* Thus he heightened the suspense and 
mystery, imparted to the hero dignity, delicacy, and 
pathos, and threw the whole burden of motivation, or 
explanation, upon his self-reproaches. 

§2 

These, I cannot but think, are not meant to hurt him 
in our opinion, are merely to explain and justify the stoiy. 
Here we are at the heart and core of the character; and 
even if Shakespeare had desired it, he could scarcely, on 
the contemporary stage, have introduced so fundamental 
an innovation as, in the place of a popular heroic reveoger, 
a procrastinator, lost in thought and weakof ^'ill.Therehy 
he would have both disappointed and be%\dldered the com- 
pany and audience be had undertaken to please. Rather, 
he kept Hamlet as he found him, only manipulating him 
more deftly. The audience wereaccustomed to the revenger 
beating about the bush but reproaching himself for it, and 
even being reproached by his confidants for it (as our 
Hamlet is not), without loss of prestige in their eyes. They 
knew Hieronimo, in The Spanish Tragedy; they knew the 
hero of Marston’s Antonio*s Revenge (1599-1600), and, in 
translation (as the authors did in the original), Seneca’s 
Atreus, Medea, and Clytaemnestra, who, all of them, act 
and speak after much the same fashion. In effect the re- 
proaches are, as often in aocient and Renaissance soliloquy, 
exhortations, addressed by the character to him self. They 
motive the delay, not in the sense of grounding it in 
character, hut of expl a ining it and bridging it over; they 

^ MyfianJfl(l9l9),pp.40-3, loQuMtoI.ihtQuteawplftvnly toUtt** 
her firit Husband wstmordered, it requested to “assist me in revenge" *0^ 
agrees to do her best. 
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motive it by reminding the audience that the main business 
in hand, though retarded, is not lost to View. They pro- 
vide an epical motive, if I may so call it — a ficelle, as 
Mr Walklcy^ called it — rather than a dramatic one. In 
all the instances above mentioned, as well as many others 
in the Renaissance drama, reproaches beforehand for 
failure to act do not discredit the hero or reveal an inner 
flaw.2 And, indeed, is not this simpler technique more in 
keeping with the surface and common course of life? “Yea, 
a man will pause”, replies the Chorus to the complaint of 
Sophocles’ Elcctra against Hamlet’s prototype, Orestes, 
“on the verge of a great work”. Who does not? 

Tins is a case where what the character says of himself 
in soliloquy, even though (as with both Sophocles and 
Kyd) his confidants say it too, is not, according to the 
usual expectation of the dramatist, to be taken at its face 
value; or, we might better say, it is to be taken at that 
and no more, being the sort of charge that Elizabethan 
and ancient tragedy, concerned with ethical rather than 
psychical defects, made no further account of. In those 
days not everything in conduct was reduced to a psycho- 
logical or sociological phenomenon, or was given an inner 
meaning, even as it is not by ordinary' people in ours; and, 
in particular, not such a matter as the pausing or hesitating 
which holds the situation, which prolongs the story. But, 
it may be objected, the Elizabethan revenge plays being 
crude affairs, all we can be sure of is that Shakespeare 
could have profited by this tradition if he chose. In his 
pkiy the fact of the murder and the project of revenge are, 
as we have seen, kept a secret; and this may be, apartfrom 

* Drama and Life {1908), p. 151. 

® Sec Hamlet, pp. 14-19 for llie evidence. 
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the reasons above given, simply in order to spare the hero 
the blame of his friends. Yet what counts in drama is the 
positive; and Hamlet not only is never blamed or criti- 
cized but is esteemed and openly praised on every hand. 
If at any other time he bad shown himself a procrastinator 
or a weakling, Horatio or Laertes, the King or the Queen 
could have said or hinted as much; and by the laws of 
dramatic technique, both in that day and in this, they 
were under a heavy necessity of saying it, and not the 
contrary, now. A villain who reveals his inner nature in 
soUloquy may conceal it from the world until the end; 
but Hamlet, if he has anything worth concealing, does so 
even beyond the end, while Fortinbras is declaring he 
•svould have made a kingly king. The tradition of the 
then, the admiration of others, his own intrepid and 
precipitate activity on many occasions^— the effect of all 
t lese readily overcomes, certainly in those days (and for 
ong after) overcame, that of the vague and conflicting 
c arges which, in his noble solicitude, he brings against 
himself; and as Swinburne truly says, “A man whose 
natural temptation was to swerve, whose inborn inclina- 
tion was to shrink and skulk aside from duty and from 
action, would hardly be the first and last person to sus- 
pect is own weakness, the one only unbiased judge and 
witness of sufficiently sharp-sighted candour and ac- 
curac) to estimate aright his poverty of nature and the 
malformation of his mind”.^ At least in drama-popular 


* j* ofdlnarily interpreted as a spasmodic and frantic “compensa* 

• inn, *1!?°. ^ Why then does Hamlet, in his rumina- 

tillin’ open the matter, or a little wonder at himself after 

The ^ «"»». w after hi, trip to England, abos e all after 

criiie* **'* ** fcncins-enatch? What an audience the 

* A Si, ^ Pewupposing at the Globe, or. for that matter, anywhere! 
'i Study 0/ SfcoAespearr ( 1895 ). p. 168 . 
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Elizabethan drama, especially — he would not. Where else 
in Shakespeare is any secret, needful for the comprehension 
of the action, kept from the other characters — and really 
from the audience too ! — for good and all? 

And what of the reproaches in themselves? Here tlie 
dramatist is devious still, hut to the same ellect and tenor. 
There is, indeed, analysis, such as is not to he found in the 
otlier Elizabethan revenge plays; hut with a “veiled con- 
fusion” that reminds one of Macbeth, yet more parti- 
cularly of lago. Both the Ancient and the Prince raise the 
question of this motive or that, hut leave it unanswered. 
None of the motives at which lago glances — the grievance 
in the matter of the promotion, or his lust for Desdemona. 
or his fancy that Othello or Cassio may have ])laycd him 
foul M’ith Emilia — is sudicienl for the vast villainy of his 
nature, as we already know it, and of his conduct, as we 
are about to know it; and his cool and cynical survey only 
indicts him the more deeply. He is a son of Belial, he is a 
limb of Satan. None of the motiv<?s which Hamlet consi- 
ders — cowardice, melancholy, bestial oblivion, or thinking 
too precisely on the event — fits his noble nature, as we 
already knots' it, and his failure to act; and they fairly 
cancel one another. In the first soliloquy on the subject, 
“0 what a rogue”, he scornfully rejects the imputation of 
cowardice, afterwards, in ironical self-laceration, accepts 
>t;* but he resolves upon the play. In the second, “How 
all occasions”, he confesses that why he has delayed he 
‘docs not know”; but he resolves on bloody deeds. So 
similar a method wth the two characters, and so dis- 
similar a result? But that is Shakespeare; and really, 
'vhen the manner and spirit arc allowed for, the result is 

‘ Mt Clutlou-Brock (Shakesprarr's Hamlet, 1922), p. 121, takes the accep- 
tance »erioti«ly — ami the Prince sinks to the level of Pnrollcs! 
ss 
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much the came. In one case the motives are made npim 
the other they are sought. In one.case the consideration 
is accompanied with a jest or a jeer; in the other iritl 
chidings and amends. But in both cases the audience b 
thrown back upon the introspective speakert— already it- 
vealed to it as ignoble and hatefnl, or as noble and lovalle. 
In one case, after each doubtfni consideration, he holds Us 
course with unabated zest; in the other, he changes it. 
But he does not change it again. 

Only twice does Haralet reproach himself— in the 
soliloquies just mentioned, at the end of the second act, 
and in the fourth scene of Act iv. The first is provoked 
by the example of the player’s passion; the second, by 
u ^ ortinbras’ martial activity. For the first 

there is the occasion of the hero’s failure, so far, to do 
anytbmg but feign madness and baffle hostile curiosity; 
for the second, to do anything but confirm the ghost’s 
report. In either the reproaches arise naturally, and arc 
needed to satisfy the audience, to point and justify the 
story. And that they are not needed afterwards is simply 
o>^g to the fact that, now, more than ever, Qandius 
^ es the ofi'ensive — more than ever the game is his. 

u er explanations are not necessary, though no more 
thanhithertodoes Hamlet take the lead. Butin life such a 
e ect as the critics presume is not cured save by heroic 
measures, and in drama must not simply drop out of 
sig may drop out only if it be not momentous. To 
roost cntics the trip itself is an evasion, and the man i' 


oitie*; who for lago, too, have foond nt* 
Shi., diacusdon of thia character e£ 

v..r • k"' PP' «d opimooa. in . book of the .ame 

Sd TtM" Theotre. pp. 77-8. by . critic who b »o» 

nualed by phdowphy and paycLoIogy. Mr John Pntoer. 
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quite aimless now. Yet by Hamlet’s previous remarks it is 
made abundantly clear that in going to England be is but 
turning the plan of the King and Rosencrantz and Guil- 
denstem into bis own — “I see a cherub that secs them”, 
“’tis sport to have the enginer hoist wth his own petar”, 
etc. ; and before and after his reappearance we learn that, by 
lingering his custodians’ packet and boarding the Pirate, 
he has been as good as his word. What bttle he is suffered 
to say on the subject of his purpose thereafter is in a tone 
of cool and quiet confidence. The news, he says, will soon 
he out — 

It will be short; the interim is mine. 

I shall win at the odds. 

.A>nd by the second soliloquy, about Fortinbras, before 
embarkation, added in Quarto 11, Shakespeare shows 
more clearly than elsewhere, not, as has been thought, 
that Hamlet is of a procrastinating nature, but that his 
“tardiness” is not a sin or a disease, not a taint in the 
blood or a clot on the brain, but simply, as he and the 
ghost both say, a case of “forgetting”, in otlicr words, rc- 
missness, neglect, or “almost blunted purpose”, for that 
Hamlet does not forget is plain as day. These arc not 
damaging charges, and, for an ordinary audience like that 
expected, as at the Globe, have no necessary psychological 
significance. They serve for the narrative — so Edgar, 
Albany, and the rest “forget” King Lear and Cordeba, 
until she is hanged.^ And now the neglect and delay are 

* Ste below, Chap vi, p, 143. For other examples of “forgetting" (ond 
the lihe) ns o device of dramatic rctardotion, sec Hamlet, pp. 17—19. It is 
worth noting that when the Ghost appears in the bedchamber, Ilnmlcl is 
mode to anticipate the rebuke. Here was the chance for speaking plainly 
lo him and dearly to the audience, if they needed it. But the warrior-king, 
little concerned about his son’s degeneracy, bids him comfort his mother. 
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over and done with: this soliloquy, with its final resolu* 
tion, is there, if for nothing else, to show it; his conduct on 
the trip sets the seal upon it. It is unthinkable, othenvise, 
that the hero should never, in the two acts which follow, 
utter a word of complaint or self-reproach again. Evi- 
dently the soliloquy was put in, not as an indictment, but 
to make clear what was the trouble and end it. In that 
which closes Act il he has reproached himself with the 
duty undone, and, a doubt of the Ghost arising, he has 
resolved upon the play to catch the King. In this of 
Act IV he finds that stillforsome reason the duty is imdone, 
and resolves on bloody deeds. “Thoughts*’, to be sure, is 
what he says ; but that does not much matter, since these 
are thoughts that bring deeds in their trail. His words in 
both soliloquies are made good; both soliloquies are 
landmarks in the drama. 

As psychology, certainly, the trouble is not made clear; 
yet, depending upon the success with which the character 
has already been enforced upon the audience, the dra- 
matist avails himself of the familiar fact that the most 
practical person in the world may, sometime or other, say 
“I don’t know why 1 haven’t done that”, only telling the 
truth. His friends press him no further, and Hamlet’s 
friends in the theatre should not either. It is action, 
indeed, and little more, that he now engages in — check- 
mating the King, not killing him; but Shakespeare is 
again manoeuvring, and making the best of a picturesque 
and exciting hut irrational old plot. Here, as at the end 
of “0 what a rogue”, he is counting on the audience 
being, in their familiarity with the circuitous movement 
of revenge plays, satisfied ivith any action against the 
murderer. And only this defensive movement it must as 
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yet be, for to resolve upon immediately killing him, and 
not kill him (as indeed by the requirements of the story, 
until the last act, he cannot) would make the Prince look 
more futile than ever. 

Ill both cases it is action, not collapse; in both cases it is 
action which has to do with the King and wth thwarting him; 
what is more, in both cases it is action which wholly satisfies 
the speaker himself. After the second soUloquy he complains 
of himself, questions himself, no more. And that the audience 
will observe, and are meant to observe, much more readily 
than the circumstance that the action is not the supreme one 
demanded. So the dramatist is enabled to content his audience, 
shield his hero, and still prolong bis play.^ 

A mechanical matter again, which, however, should 
not surprise us in a crude old play rewTitten, The effort 
to postpone the catastrophe is apparent in some of the 
greatest tragedies, like the Oedipus, apart from those 
which deal with revenge. 


§3 

In sum and substance, then, we have no right, as the 
critics ever since the days of Romanticism have been 
doing (and not only in this play but in most of the others), 
to intcrj)ret the character by way of the plot instead of at 
firsthand. “To save the story, the dramatist lets the hero 
heap upon himself reproaches for his inaction; to save the 
character, he counteracts the effect of these by his own 
words, those of -others, and the whole impression of his 
conduct.”- And this pretence of action of the dramatist’s 
IS not a pretence 6f the character’s. Shakespeare’s evasion 

’ llamht, p. 2S. - Shakespeare Studies, p. 132. 
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of the revenge, or of plans for it, is not Hamlet’s own. It 
has been demonstrated that his doubt of the Ghost is an 
honest doubt, that the sparing of the King at prayer is for 
the reason given; and there is no indication that anything 
else Hamlet does is more of an evasion than these.' On the 
stage, even more than in life, pretences and excuses should 
appear to be lugged in or snatched at, and evasions should 
look like evasions, as, indeed, for two centuries Hamlet’s 
(if such they be) did not; and if the supreme dramatist’s 
art in this matter is wdth our critics a success, with his 
audience, of which alone he was thinking, it was a failure ! 
Certainly the hero’s going off to England, which has been 
taken particularly ill, is least to be reckoned against him, 
as Swinburne insisted long ago: 

The compulsory expedition of Hamlet to England, his dis* 
covery, by the way, of the plot iaid against his life, hxs inter* 
ception of the King’s letter and bis forgery of a substitute for 
it against the lives of the King’s agents, the ensuing adventure 
of the sea-fight, with Hamlet’s daring act of hot-headed per* 
Bonal intrepidity, his capture and subsequent release on terms 
giving no less patent proof of ready*witted courage and re* 
source than the attack had afforded of his physically impubive 
and even impetuous hardihood — all this serves no purpose 
whatever but that of exhibiting tbe instant and almost un* 
scrupulous resolution of Hamlet’s character in time of practical 

* Hamitt, Chap, rv, “The Hero's Self-Deception”; for the dooht of the 
Chott, pp. 47-Sl. That Ramlet should suspect the Ghost to be the devil is 
quite in accord with the orthodox Protestant opinion of the day. And that 
he should not be willing to send his victim to Heaven is in accord with the 
principles of the vendetta in tragedy and novella at the Renaiisance, English 
and Continental; in Seneean tragedy; and even in the Hiai, as Hector 
wreaks himself on the body (and thus on the departed spirit) of Patroclus. 
and Achilles on that of Hector, mutOating it and refusing it burial. Neither 
motive could, without explicit mdication, seem to the Elizabethan audience 
a pretext. 
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need. But for all that he has got by it, Shakespeare nu'ght too 
evidently have spared his pains; and for all this voice as of one 
crying in the wilderness, etc.^ 

The trip to England, like the doubt of the Ghost and the 
sparing of the King at prayer, is, though for the Eliza- 
bethan stage adequately motived, a deliberate prolon- 
gation of the situation, an artful postponement of the 
catastrophe, such as is, for that matter, to be found in 
Homer, Above ^vc have noticed the kinship of Shake- 
speare’s tragic method to the Greek; but at this point the 
ancient epics offer a better comparison than do the 
tragedies, since the latter, keeping to the unities, contain, 
save in retrospect, little in the way of story, or incident, 
which we are now discussing. In the Iliad, too, the prin- 
cipal characters must be kept alive and active, and (as far 
as may be) Avith reputation untarnished, till near the end ; 
and this is done not only by the intervention of the deities 
(as we have seen), and many other expedients (such as a 
marksmanship whereby generally not a hero is hit but his 
comrade or charioteer or companion, on one hand, or as an 
extraordinary proficiency in dodging, on the other, not to 
mention the timely discovery of guest-friendship, the inter- 
position of heralds, the coming of night, or the breaking 
of weapons) but also, even in the case of the most rc- 

^ Op, eit, pp. 167-8. Shakespearean criticism is like the theological; and 
the great and formidable heretics, like Swinburne and Shaw. Walklcy and 
bridges , pass unscathed, untouched. Upon their want of perception there 
ere no sarcasms, nor any strictures npon their opinions; though those of the 
|s«t three, certainly, lay within the scope of Professor Herford’s Sketch 
(1E93-1923), and nil four within that of Mr Clutton-Brock. os well ns of the 
Ttnewers of books in which they are cited as authoritative. And, like other 
grest heretics again, these are little heeded. Swinburne wrote the words in 
1879. 
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doubtable warriors, save Achilles alone, by sudden, though 
not untimely, accesses of fear or promptings to “avoid 
fate”. So Hector is saved on at least four several occa* 
sions,^ not to mention those whereon he bows to the will 
of a god, yields to “a weakling heart” put within him, or 
gives way with all the host. Yet, unquestionably, he is 
no coward : by his tone and bearing, both bis conduct and 
hisreputation,hci3to be judged. Neither is Odysseus one, 
in the later epic, nor Aeneas, in that to follow, amid their 
apprehensions, as, time and again, fate bids fair to over* 
whelm them. Moreover, these demonstrations, like the 
tears of Romeo, the lamentations of TroUus and Antony, 
the trepidations of Macbeth and his momentary refusal to 
fight Macdufi*, serve to mark and measure forus the tragic 
effect. So, at the end of Act I, does Hamlet’s own outcry, 
“0 cursed spile”. 

By his tone and bearing, likewise, and a conduct that is 
(if we he not cavilling) irreproachable, and a reputation 
that is stainless, is Hamlet to be judged. Even early in the 
play, as, in the soliloquy ‘*0 what a rogue”, he looks for* 
ward to the Mousetrap, the tone is exactly the same 
that we have already noticed when he is loo^g forward 
to the fencing-match: 

I’ll tent him to the quick; if he but blench, 

I know my course. 

Such accents (unless I be utterly blind to the finer shades 
of expression, and deaf to the differences in rhythm of 
verse and speech) are not meant for those of irresolution 

* niad, XI, 360; xtv, 40«, xvi,, 129; xxii, 136. In books vit *nd 'em 
Hector is afraid as Ajax and Acbilles approach; in one case be would flee if 
he could, in the other he does. 
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or shiftiness, apathy or frailty;^ and one’s car, not one’s 
reason, is the best judge of Shakespeare’s characters, as of 
Milton’s likewise — not my ear, certainly, but Swinburne’s, 
or Coleridge’s (when he trusts it), yet even my owm humble 
organ, for which the plastic dramatist \s'rote, I would 
boldly pit against the psychological ratiocinations of all 
the critics, which he never considered. In the form and 
fashion of Hamlet’s speech there is no trace of uncer- 
tainty or fatuity, as there is no trace of suspiciousness or 
childishness, before he falls into the human devil’s clutches, 
in Othello’s. And after one’s car (for arc we not at the 
theatre?) one’s simple wits. In this case, as at the fencing- 
match and on the trip to England, and in the same way, 
he makes his previous words good; for he kills the man he 
thinks to he the King. What is plainer still, he thus makes 
good the words he had uttered as he withheld his hand from 
the fratricide a minute or so before. Here, indeed, is the 
“more horrid hent”, to “trip him that his heels may kick 
at heaven”, as he catches the murderer spying upon him. 
And these plain and tangible things, this record of pro- 
mise and fulfilment, the audience would notice, and were 
meant to notice; and if few of them stopped to think that 
in keeping the great deed to the last he was like the heroes 
of all revenge tragedies they knew' of, including Achilles, 
ytill, they tvcrc used to that, and ^vould instinctively ap- 

* llamhi, pp. 38-9. Mr Clutton-Brock, indeed, finds (like others before 
W'n, I suppose) such qualities even in the cast of the hero’s speech, and 
thinks that “he rambles on and on in n manner peculiar to himself among 
Shakespeare’s characters’' (p. 119), for example in the last soliloquy. If 
di>cur«ivetitss were a lest of irrelevance and irresolution in the text of 
Shakespeare, how nwnj' of his characters must needs suffer from the charge! 
The only place where Hamlet really is irrelevant is that which no psycho- 
■Jgieal theory enn justify, his diseussion of theatrical art and hu‘iness. 
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prove of it. It is both the traditional form and the natural 
procedure; obviously, the deed done, the tragedy is over. 
To interpret Hamlet’s conduct against him to the point of 
taking his delay or his aversion for a psychical defect, is 
somewhat like taking Othello’s trustfulness for mental 
paralysis or stupidity. 

And really Hamlet’s case is much the same as Othello’s 
and Macbeth’s; only, the material being different, and the 
old play intervening, the treatment must be a httle 
different too. The Weird Sisters and the villain alike 
touch responsive chords ;but in Hamlet the chord struck by 
the Ghost is the noblest within him, his love for bis father. 
His vengeance, imlike the Moor’s and unlike the regi- 
cide at Glamis, is a duty; and his aversion, unlike theirs, 
is not a virtue, although no flagrant fault. It serves to 
motive the circuitousness of the plot, and, when there 
is no more need of it, disappears. Not far from the end it 
vanishes, like Lear’s irascibility and Macbeth’s ambition 
shortly after the beginning. “That was what it was for”, 
says Professor Mackail of the latter; “it has served its 
purpose, and is dropped.’’* A ^celle, again. Here it does 
not furnish the central tragic contrast of the play; that is 
provided by something equally un-psychological, the 
madness feigned. For Hamlet, not unlike the others in 
error, is, like Romeo, a victim of circumstances. 

And of Fate, like his enemies. The tragedy is one of in* 
trigue and irony, according to James Drake (1699), who 
wrote the first extended criticism: 

The Criminals are not only brought to execution but they 
are taken in their own Toyls, their own Stratagems recoyl 
upon ’em, and they are involved themselves in that mischief 
and mine which they had projected for Hamlet.* 

1 Approach to Shakespeare (1930), p. 22. * II, 424-5. 
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The author of Some Remarks (1736) says something to 
the same effect, particularly in connection with Laertes 
and the Queen. 

The Death of the Queen is particularly according to the 
strictest mice of Justice ; for she loses her life by the villainy 
of the very Person ^vho had been the Cause of all her Crimes. 

p. 48. 

And unlike most criticism of the tragedy since, this finds 
ample warrant in the text. There are Hamlet’s own words 
about the enginer hoist with his o'wn petar, and two crafts 
directly meeting; Laertes’ about a woodcock to his own 
springe, and the poison tempered by the King; and 
Horatio’s at the end, as he anticipates the story he is to 
tell. How strange that this bosom friend of his, ncitlicr 
through confession, on the one hand, nor observation, on 
the other, has any inkling of the Prince’s mental malady; 
nnd it is not to deal with him alone, and not at all with his 
dilntoriness, his story “of carnal, bloody, nnd unnatural 
acts”, “of deaths put on by cunning nnd forc’d cause”, 

And, in this upshot, purposes mistook 
Fallen on the inventors’ heads ! 

How strange tliat Horatio, like Fortinbras, misses the 
point of the tragedy ! Indeed, so strange a drama (if such 
tlierc bo) would be inconceivable on the stage. But from 
these nnd tlic other frequent discussions, down to the 
time of the Scottish — unthcatricnl — Richardson and 
Mackenzie, as well as from the play’s continual popularity, 
It is apparent that Shakespeare had not misjudged his 
theatrical public, contemporary or posthumous. These 
only delighted in the intrigue, circuitous but cunning, 
bloody but poetically “just”, and took it for what he in- 
tended it to be, a story, not of Hamlet’s procrastination — 
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§4 

There is not the usual refuge of muddled minds, a 
“middle ground”. Hamlet, like Shylock and Falstaff, 
cannot conceivably be both what England for nearly two 
centuries with one consent took him for and also what 
critics take him for to-day, whether the later conception 
be thought to be intended or half intended, provided for 
“the judicious” of 1603 or of the nineteenth century and 
after. The two conceptions are antagonistic and incom- 
patible, still more so than in the case of Shylock or 
FalstaflF. Certainly Mr Dover Wilson’s recent solution* 
for the Venetian usurer's Is unsatisfactory: that, of the 
alternatives — ^“a great tragic figure, representative of the 
suffering Hebrew race”, and “a comic character, of a 
devil in the likeness of an old Jew, a crafty, blood-thirsty 
villain crying out for revenge upon o decent Christian 
gentleman, and, at the last moment, hoist with his own 
petar”-—“ Shakespeare intended both”. This the critic 
calls an example of “tragic balance”; but if he is echoing 
Coleridge’s dictum cited above, there is no “reconcile- 
ment”, either attempted or imaginable. Tbe effect of tbe 
combination would be neither tragic nor comic, neither 
moral nor aesthetic, but chaotic or null. And the only 
acceptable mediation, I think, between tbe romantic con- 
ception of Shylock or Falstaff, and tbe earlier, lies in tbe 
recognition of the fact that tbe aesthetic ambiguity, in so 
far as it exists, was not intended, but is owing to the large- 
ness of Shakespeare’s sympathy, which would not suffer 
him, like Jonson or Moliere, to keep sternly to a satirical 

* Tto ShuJaaj OT r* ~p. ^ . 
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role J But Kke Mr Wilson’s two-headed Shylock would be 
a Hamlet both morbid and healthy, weak and strong, 
irresolute and resolute, procrastinating and not pro- 
crastinating — contradictions, alike, in the world of fact, 
not of fiction, and not reconciled, as are those in Othello 
and Macbeth, by a conventional mechanism. And for me 
the balance in favour of the people and the stage, and 
against the critics and the study, is tipped decisively by 
three improbable implications of the current theory, 
already touched upon: 

(1) That Shakespeare, rewriting in response to popular 
demand a Senecan revenge-play, should have kept the story 
and so much of its spirit and method, without clearly in- 
dicating this wholly diflferent turn which he is supposed to 
give the character. To have done so, of course, would have 
disappointed the audience ;/amaru sequere then held good 
even more than now; and as Mr Archer observes, “a hero 
must be (more or less) a hero, a villain (more or less) a 
villain, if accepted tradition so decrees it”. But if, as the 
critics would have him, Shakespeare was a dramatic dis- 
senter and iconoclast, a Bernard Shaw from Nature’s 
womb untimely ripped; and moulded a Hamlet, and a 
Shylock, and a Falstaff, in defiance of tradition and ex- 
pectation; why then he must each time have flown and 
flaunted his colours like the Irishman, without possible 
mistake. He must have expatiated in prefaces, and 
•Icscanted in italics. He must have penned prologues at 
least. Actually, how’ever, they don’t think him a Shaw, 
but, in some vague way, a “genius”, exalted above the 

Sfc Sfia)c«,pfore Studies, pp. 302-36 nnd the chapter on Falstaff. And 

bflow. Chap, ix, pp. 157-8. 
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Stage, tradition, and every obstacle (and therefore every 
means) of expression. 

(2) That Shakespeare, designing innovation, should, on 
the other hand, have, out of the mouths of all the chief 
characters, praised the hero instead. If the dramatist had 
intended the flaw, he must by their comment have indi* 
cated it; as he does elsewhere, witness Othello^ and Mac- 
beth, Brutus, Antony, and Coriolanus. How amply is the 
much simpler mind of the Patrician general analysed, by 
friend and foe ! That the hero must keep his secret does 
not matter — in drama still less than in life can he keep his 
character to himself. His failing, constitutional or newly 
developed, must have been made clear. Even by more 
difBcult, modem dramatists, like Schiller in Wallenstein, 
and Ibsen in the Wild Duck, Peer Gynt, The Master 
Builder, and Borhman, apt critical comment upon it is 
found indispensable. But that, instead of criticism, he 
should have had nothing but praise and admiration 
poured upon him, is simply beyond my logical reach or 
aesthetic grasp. A problem*pIay and nobody aware of the 
problem, and in their admiration all of one accord? 

For if this praise was mistaken, somehow, but un- 
mistakably, the fact must be disclosed. Or if the sub- 
conscious (as has been thought) be here involved, through 
some prescience of the dramatist, why, even nowadays, 
when that entity is, as a notion, fairly familiar, it must, 
in the pages of Hervieu or O’Neill, whether by others or 
(subsequently) by the character himself, be explicitly 
recognized. How much the more then — when it wasn’t and 
couldn’t be ! It scarcely matters that such psychology, of 

* Tbtt i«, as in logo’s dictum, wluch must be taken for granted. See 
above, p. 18. 
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the Eubconscious, not only unsupported by comment but 
running counter to it, is both a scientific and a dramatic 
anachronism: it is, what is worse, a solecism, and upsets 
the play. 

And what can Shakespeare ever have meant by the 
denouement? (Is it better that he should play the psycho- 
logist, or remain a dramatist, an artist?) There is the hero, 
ontfencing Laertes, killing the King, wresting the cup out 
of Horatio’s hand. There is Horatio, ready to die with the 
wounded Prince out of sheer admiration and devotion; 
and Fortinbras, burying him “like a soldier”, and de- 
claring he would have “proved most royally”. And what 
is he himself thinking, now as his life-blood is ebbing? 
Not a thought has he for any fault or defect such as 
Othello reveals in his last words for his own.* Not a 
thought, either, for his triumph over it. “Done after all”, 
is what, infallibly, he should say to himself, if he were the 
crippled, aspiring but despairing, spirit the critics have 
taken liim to be. Dramatic art — even common human 
nature — would demand no less. If the tragedy be, as the 
critics maintain, internal, here, if nowhere else — and since 
no\shere else — the fact must come to light. The audience 
tnust be permitted to see it, if the other characters do not. 
But Hamlet’s only interests now are in things external — 
his name, the news, his father’s croAvn. 

And if plain (though the noblest) English means any- 
thing, he is not, as Mr Glutton-Brock would have it, 
insisting that all through the play he has been mis- 
c-vpressing himself”;^ and both has not a doubt, but has 

i<, according to the sophfsticnl premise (sec above, p. 18): “one 
I •** loved not ndsely but too well", “one not easily jealous”, etc. 

I'p. 38, 81, including the citation below. 
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every reason to believe, that Horatio can tell whatever 
be himself has left untold. Need I quote them, the dying 
but deathless words? 

O good Horatio, what a wounded name. 

Things standing thus unknown, shall live behind me! 

If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart, 

Absent thee from felicity awhile. 

And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain. 

To tell my story. 

“His anxiety cannot be merely that Horatio shall explain 
the external facts”, declares the same critic, . .which 
could be done in a few words.. . .Dying himself, his last 
desire is that Horatio shall set him right with the world. 
The play ends with this desire unfulfilled; and the entry 
of Fortinbras tells that it is over and that life remains 
for good commonplace people, such as Horatio, who cer* 
tainly cannot explain Hamlet.” Not that of Mr Glutton* 
Brock, certainly, who well says that Hamlet himself can* 
not explain him — a state of aifairB (since nobody else can 
either) that is acceptable in life or in Freud, but not in any 
conceivable drama ! Though (after forty more lines) the 
play is over, the story is not, and if Horatio's and Fortin- 
bras’ promises count for anything, the “unsatisfied” at 
once “shall hear’’ and Hamlet’s desire be fulfilled. Any 
reader who rouses from bis dogmatic slumber and re* 
members that he is not conning the text of James or con- 
struing that of Joyce, but (really) witnessing a stage-fit 
theatrical performance, is well enough aware why neither 
Hamlet nor Horatio is here at the end permitted to tell 
the audience what they, if not the Danes (before them) 
already know. 

Thus there is less point, to he sure, to the words “in 


114 



hamlet 


tfei= harsh world draw thy breath in pain”. The fraU and 
{kinking spirit of the accepted Hamlet has found the 
vorld harsher than has ours. But why should he have 
tisslor)' told, or have Horatio draw his breath in pain to 
tell it? If all of it were to be told, surely he had rather 
draw the veil-had rather let Horatio drain the cup. Fine 
and reticent as he too must certainly be, he would not, 
like a nineteenth-century Romantic poet, lay bare his 
bleeding heart— exhibit his palsied will— to the curious 
and unfeeling world. But for our Hamlet the story is only 
not long enough, and he yearns to live a bit longer in the 
telling of it by his friend. He is a lord of the Renaissance, 
and loves name and fame. He dies young, dies in the 
moment of his triumph, dies, as it must seem to others, 
with all this blood on his head. This is his triple tragedy, 
as Shakespeare, I think, intended it — a simpler andnoblCT, 
possibly less interesting and piquant, conception than t e 
usual one, though one not less appealing. To some it may 
even he more interesting because it seems to be more nearly 
Vflial Shakespeare intended — more like him and his age. 

And why for the Prince, as for no one else in death, has 
Shakespeare let the trumpets blare, the drums rattle, and 
the cannon thunder, as not for Macbeth or Othello, "W o 
were warriors, nor for Lear, who was a king? Why, even, 
the final abrupt and energetic half-line. 


Go bid the soldiers shoot, 

instead of the couplet (as Mr Rylands points out^) in all 
tiie other tragedies save Timon of Athens and CorioJanits, 
if Hamlet were in the quality so unbkc the other heroes 
and least of all like these? As a stage-manager, and (of 


^ Words and Poesry (1928), p. 169. 
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ali things !) as a metrist, Shakespeare misses the point of 
his own play still more than as a dramatist, or than his 
illdnstmcted raisonneur, Horatio ! But the line — the 
salute — like the very Hamlet it was meant for, have long 
since quitted the stage! The producers, like the theorists, 
are not much troubled by the text. 

(3) That Shakespeare should, in response to popular 
demand, hut in defiance of such a taste, have best of all 
succeeded in satisfying both with what is an Elizabethan 
anomaly. There are other Hamlets^ in Elizabethan times; 
but none of this modern complexion, and scarcely any, 
for that matter, even to-day. An irresolute hero is too 
unexhilarating a subject; hut Hamlet, rightly inter- 
preted, is (witness the past, whether on the stage or in the 
closet!) not unexhiiarating. Elizabethan tragedy is 
romantic, heroic; and in the leading rdle there are no 
weaklings, save historical kings like Richard II and 
Edward 11, these erring through sentimentality rather 
than irresolution, and, anyway, not, like the Prince, held 
up to our admiration. Both friend and foe speak plainly, 
even in the presence. Only in comedy could such a 
character have then been acceptable — it is his rank and 
the dire consequences to the country that keep Richard 
at times from being comic himself — and there Hamlet, 
with the repeated pretexts and evasions attributed to 
him, might have done weU enough. These, if recognized 
as such, could not then have been tragic; only by dint of 
great precaution could they, on the stage, before an 
uninstructed audience, be tragic even now. Mr Clutton- 

* Apart from Kyd'a Hieroiumo and Marstoa'e Antoruo. Chapman'a 
Clermont {Revenge of Busfy d'Amboh, e. 1604), who delays the deed like 
Hamlet, with no inner reason, for dramatic effect. 
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Brock has called the play a “tragedy of irrelevance”; 
which, on the Elizabethan or any other popular stage, 
would he, if anything, a contradiction in terms. 

§5 

What, now, of the present interpretation? Hamlet’s 
madness, at least, is more nearly comprehensible. It is 
really feigned, not partly involuntary; and this is in 
keeping with Hamlet’s words as he announces his inten- 
tion, and with his perfect sanity when alone or with his 
friend. So, though less psychological, it is much more 
dramatic than if it were the presentation of a “dis- 
ordered mind”. It certainly is not a case of “double 
consciousness”; and the hero “ misexpresses himself” 
only “under a compulsion” which he does understand, as, 
if simple and heedful, we also do.- For himself it offers 
present liberty and safety. For the drama it provides a 
contrast — the high-spirited Prince saying under a mask 
pretty much what he means (not ignominiously playing 
the friend or flatterer like the conspirators in Juliits 
Caesar, the Greek Orestes plays, and the Cinna of Cor- 
neille-), and yet by no means betraying himself. Func- 
tionally, it is such a contrast as we have found in the 
other tragedies — between Othello jealous and noble, be- 
tween Macbeth-and his Lady engaged in murder and over- 
whelmed by conscience; but it is still more like the use of 
disguise, with its explicit ironies, as in Khig Lear, As You 
hihe It, and Twelfth Night; indeed, in some other Eliza- 

* Cf. ChiUon-Brock. op. cit. Chnp. Ii, pasiim, nnd p, 67: “misexpresses 
twn'clr under o compulsion Ijc does not understand ”. 

^ ' On n speech, n, i. Mornct remarks “Cinna devient odieux”. And here 
in peneral ihrrc is the same objection to the active conspirator in the 
lfs(lic5 rule. Sec below, p. 12-t. 
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bethaa revenge plays, like Marston’s Afalconient, it is by 
disguise replaced. In tbe matter of motivation, move* 
meat, and aesthetic result, however, Othello is still the 
best parallel. Without hesitation or struggle, without the 
clear presentation of processes or developments which 
would show how they arrived at this dire pass, the Moor, 
who lacks a jealous or a gullible nature, and the Dane, 
who has no sufficient reason to feign or dissemble, are 
nevertheless attended by all the authentic effects of 
tragedy, as, in the brothel scene of the one play and the 
nunnery scene of the other, they utter a mingled emotion, 
delight turned to anguish, love putting on the poisoned 
mask of bitterness or hate.* 

Also, this playing of a part arouses suspense~we ap- 
prehend and dread the Prince's betrayal of bis purpose. 
Not “double consciousness”, of which the audience would 
comprehend nothing, it Is a double situation, whereof 
they would comprehend tbe whole; the spies and his 
enemies are sounding the hero, and the hero them, and 
the limelight is not forever fixed on one melancholy 
figure's face and brain. Even in itself how much more 
acceptable is this madness as a ru^e, though (on refiection) 
unplausible, than a madness half or wholly real, springing 
out of grief for a father’s death and a mother’s frailty — 
that is a thing more unplausible still ! Hamlet has latterly 
been taken to be more fragile than Ophelia: she, within a 
day or so, fairly with her own eyes, had seen her lover 
lose his wits and lull her father. By some of the best 
critics* he is supposed to be Buffering from “nervous 
shock”, or “a wound in bis mind”, upon the Ghost’s dis- 

* My Poets and Plaj/wrijKls (1930^ p. 91. 

* Bradley (pp. 113-28); Quuoo-Brock, pp. 44, 45, SI, 7S; and others. 
Cf, Othello, p. 32. 
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closures, as the Moorish geaeral is supposed to he 
“stunned” upon the ensign’s — ^heroes, both, in that ro- 
bust and bloody age and drama ! Words — ^mere breath — 
are too much for them ! The ramparts and defences of their 
characters tumble down about them like the walls of 
Jericho. In this degenerate day, we who make no heroic 
pretensions, and never faced or wielded a weapon, arc 
stouter and tougher than that; and better an implausible 
though effective dramatic device than a mythical psycho- 
logy! How much more acceptable, too, this scorn and 
mockery of the folly and corruption, weakness and 
treachery, which compass him about, from one who has 
no touch of it himself! In justice, our present-day Hamlet 
cannot, as he does, rebuke the frailty of the Queen. To 
many of the critics, to be sure, that is no draAvback, for 
they would have the Prince infected and poisoned by the 
air about him, his environment. Sociology must have its 
innings too 1 But to the dramatist the moral and emotional 
aspect is uppermost; and the isolation — and opposition — 
of the youthful hero is part of his tragedy. 

He is melancholy, however, owing to his grief for his 
father’s death and his mother’s inconstancy; and like the 
other Elizabethan revengers, who are melancholy also, but 
not diseased or really deranged, he is, at certain moments, 
even when not in the presence of his enemies (or, for no 
reason, in their presence), nervously excited and demon- 
strative — as after the disclosures of the Ghost and The 
Murder of Gonzago, and at Ophelia’s funeral. These con- 
tradictory extremes of conduct were recognized in the 
Elizabethan accounts of melancholy, and ("what is more 
important) were, just at this time, being presented on the 
rtogc, as in The Malcontent (c. 1600 ) ; and on these extra- 
ordinary occasions Hamlet acts more like Marston’s 
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Malevole and Antonio (1599) than like any other of 
Shakespeare’s characters. Whether the poet was at such 
moments under this influence, or merely that of the old 
play, or was even attempting an approach to a morbid 
psychology, cannot be determined. The first two instances 
of Hamlet’s demonstrativeness, indeed, are by the occa- 
sion warranted; but his extravagant conduct at the 
funeral, where his enemies are present, seems to be the 
fruit of that Elizabethan infirmity of not knoving when 
to stop, or, as Dryden says, to “give over”, treating the 
stage attraction of feigned madness, the late Mr Walkley 
observes, “for all it was worth as is done in The 
Spanish Tragedy and in Shakespeare’s own Titus Andro- 
nieus. Why, though, undertake any explanation when 
Hamlet’s to Horatio contradicts his later one to 
Laertes himself? 

By the present interpretation, then, some matters re- 
main unexplained, hut not the character as a whole. The 
difficulties seem to he owing to two hurried and ill-printed 
revisions of a crude old play and to the complicated 
theatrical conditions of the time. And whatever other 
mystery there is in the character is that of great but 
irregular art, not — begging the question — the mystery of 
life itself. It is not that of the still prevailing doctrine, 
literalism blent with mysticism, whereby we treat Shake- 
speare’s characters as if they were real persons, whom we 
know but cannot explain — and therefore we are sure that 
we know them ! — or whom we then freely psychologize and 
psycho-analyse, to so little artistic or scientific profit.® 

* Drama and Li/e (1908): ** Professor Bradlry'a Hainlet’'. 

* I cannot enter into the subject ngaia— I have discussed it several times 
before, but most fully in Shakespeare Studies, pp. 130-5. 
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Whatever may be thought of him, such an beroic but 
pathetic Hamlet as (in barest outline, simply for the 
situation) I have been presenting, has the advantage over 
the morbid one of being stage-lit and fairly intelligible, 
which the psychologists have never made him; and of 
being in keeping with the text, the times, and the di'a- 
roatic tradition and theatrical favour of two centuries; 
and that outweighs, I take it, the critical tradition of a 
century" and a half. Such a Hamlet, above aU, is in 
keeping ivith the whole play, of which he is only an in- 
separable component, and with the nature of drama. He 
is part of the structure, upholding and upheld by the 
other parts; and some of the mystery in him is only that of 
plot, some of it, a matter of emotional effect, as his reti- 
cence and dignity. He is a dramatic figure, not a psycho- 
logical study. And if as such he could be accepted as the 
real Hamlet, he would then, by that very fact, have the 
greatest advantage attainable, that of rch’eving a long 
since weary world — in a play written in comprehensible 
English, for the popular stage — of the necessity, every" 
little season, of coping with another. 

But he will not be accepted, as Swinburne foretold. He 
has no “tragic fault”, which is demanded, though not by 
Aristotle. (But so he is like Othello, Romeo, even King 
bear, ns, for that matter, Orestes, Oedipus, Iphigencia, 
uud Antigone). His tragedy, then, in which the hero is not 
the cause of his o'wn undoing, must needs be “a melo- 
drama”.^ (But in that case the tragedies, where figure 

* Qulton-Brock, p. 120. See above, pp. 42, 58, note, for the somewhat 
typatabJe nncical conception of the hamartia. If in life the Greeks con- 
si'lcrrd motives less than we do, tlicy did not in poetry igrnorc them; ns 
•rptars, not only in Aeschylus and Sophocles, but in Aristotle himself, where 
he msisis that the deed of horror should be done in ignorance (§ 14). 
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the Greek heroes just mentioned, must be melodramas 
too.) And what of all the maxims and allusions in modern 
English and German — certainly our Hamlet must stay as 
he is ! Indeed, he has of late taken on our dress, super- 
fluously. 

§6 

Yet here again, as with Othello, have we, in thus 
dwelling on the chief character, attained to Shakespeare’s 
point of view, which for understanding him is indispen- 
sable? Not quite, and still less than in Othello’s case, I 
think. Is it not remarkable that Hamlet should not have 
been praised a little more to the purpose, as dauntless and 
resolute, instead of “sweet”, “generous, and free from 
all contriving”, eminent for his “noble mind”, “the 
courtier’s, soldier’s, scholar’s eye, tongue, sword”, and 
for “the great love the general gender bear him”? How 
“ irrelevant ” — in the dramatist ! Only Fortinbras’ eulogy 
and martial honours come near to touching directly on the 
matter in question, and both the dramatist and his public 
seem less concerned about it than we and the critics have 
been; the hero’s mettle sufficiently appearing when, 
despite his comrades, he follows the Ghost, braves and 
insults the King at The Murder of Gonzago, and, keeping 
his word at the end of the two great solOoquies, kills 
the man behind the arras, fingers the packet and boards 
the pirate, grapples with Laertes at the grave, and 
beats both him and the King, whether fencing or fighting, 
at the end. In Othello, a noble soul jealous is not a prob- 
lem, indeed, but the situation: in Hamlet, a gallant spirit 
procrastinating is neither the one thing nor the other. 
Both dramatist and public are interested rathcrin his being 
loved by bfe fiiends and Vbe people, and praised — never 
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belittled — by bis enemies. In short, they are interested in 
him as an object of admiration and pity, not as a subject 
for study; and the admiration and pity is like that in 
Othello and King Lear, Romeo and Juliet, Julius Caesar, 
Antony and Cleopatra. As I have shown elsewhere^ there 
is in Shakespeare, as not in the stricter drama of Racine 
or Ibsen, something like the Greek chorus, to serve both 
for interpretation and also for lyrical amplification and 
emphasis — a purpose that is by the Hamlet criticism 
thwarted, an effect that is undone. 

.4nd is it not remarkable that, however properly or im- 
properly I may have interpreted them from the point of 
view of the hero’s delay, the changes from Quarto I to 
Quarto II — the transpositions, additions, or suppressions, 
as in the monograph I have traced them^ — should have 
tended not only to preserve Hamlet’s dignity and attrac- 
tion as a hero but still more to sharpen the suspense and 
deepen the mystery, and (what is better) heighten the emo- 
tional impression of the whole ? The material for comparison 
is inadequate, the old play being lost and Quarto I being 
both garbled and curtailed in the reporting; but the above- 
mentioned effect is distinct and unmistakable as the 
result of the shifting of the nunnery scene (with the “To 
be or not to be” soliloquy) into the third act, the adding 
of the soliloquy “How all occasions”, and the keeping of 
the King’s guilt, and the hero’s purpose, a secret from 
everybody but Horatio tiU late in the play, and his plan a 
secret from them all. The nunnery scene, coming as a 
climax to the King’s probings or soundings, dismisses him 
to the Gonzago scene already alarmed and menacing, and 

’ Poets and Playtenghts, pp. 68, 73, 75-6, 81, etc. 

* Chap. lu. 
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thus gains, for both itself and the other, in dramatic in- 
tensity; the soliloquy **How all occasions’* not only 
assures the audience that the hero has not “ forgotten ” as 
he now disappears from the stage for his trip to England, 
but gives more pronounced emotional expression to his 
scheme of cunning to match cunning, intimated at the 
end of the closet scene, yet undisclosed ; and while the dis- 
daining of confidants and confederates (particularly in the 
case of his mother, though this, like the other changes, 
has only been reckoned against him) adds to his dignity 
and pathos, his reticence about his larger project, not 
only with Horatio but with the audience, serves to keep 
the latter anxiously surmising. 

From plans, indeed, the dramatist shies away farther even 
than from the thought of revenge or the cause of the procrasti- 
nation. Hamlet has none save for preliminaries, such as the 
feigned madness, the play, and the thwarting of the King in 
sending him to England— none for the deed itself. And it 
makes a particularly bad impression— I mean as a hit of 
reality, of course, not as art — that he produces no plan to- 
wards the end. Readers notice it, if spectators are too much 
engaged. Here Shakespeare is foUowing his plot, no doubt, 
hut doing better than that. The Prince is playing the King’s 
game still, and reason for it. And if he loses in the dour 
psychological reader’s respect he gains in the spectator’s 
sympathy. For is it not a sorry business to scheme to catch 
a man and kill him? Setting traps, and by deceit and cajolery 
luring your victim into them, is not a hero's role. Agamem- 
non stepping blindly into tfae toUs of bis murderer, who is in 
tbe background, makes a belter play by far than Orestes and 
Pylades, in the various versions, hunting the murderer’s trail. 
When, the year before, Shakespeare tried his hand at such an 
intrigue, as he followed Plutarch in JuUus Cocsor, he by no 
means reached the summit of his art. Our sympathy goes out 
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to the poor victim, despite all. And in the emotional cfTect 
nnd tragic quality of his catastrophe he here gains immeasurably 
by letting the villain King still take the lead, and- load his soul 
with the whole burden of the slaughter. . . .And in going to his 
death Hnmlct keeps his reputation for astuteness as well as for 
reckless valour by giving utterance to a premonition, and ^v-ith 
a smile defying it. Since he exhibits no plan, the reflective 
reader may well, wth Professor Bradley, shake his head at one 
so ready to die “with a sacred duty still undone”; but the 
unlettered audience is with him now' more than ever, and joins 
in the judgment of audiences long ago at the Globe. If their 
point of view’ be taken (and w’hat other are w'e entitled to take?) 
.Shakespeare here again at the end has not been portraying 
the impotence of Hamlet’s character, but has been handling a 
dramatic material, hedged about with dilHculties, ^rith con- 
summate tact. He is presenting, not so much — in all its 
consistency — a character, as a highly emotional situation.^ 

It is upon an emotional situation, indeed, not a psycho- 
logical problem (or even the avoidance of it) that, as in 
OlheUo and in Macbeth, the dramatist throughout the play 
focuses his, and consequently our, attention ; and that, no 
doubt, is why for two centuries it is “that piece w’hich 
appears to have most affected English hearts, and has 
perhaps been oftencst acted of any which have come upon 
our stage”. It w'as a bloody, and in some respects for- 
bidding, old story ; and therefore, the hero was now made 
not merely not irresolute but, in both the presentation 
and a repeated comment, sweet, generous, and amiable. 
To the thinking of the more sentimental, or psychological 
critics, ignorant of the Scnecan revenge tradition and 
onsympatlietic wth it, he w'as therefore made sw'cet but 
irresolute, as the explanation of his inactivity. But the 

. pp. 41-2, with some slight changes. See also, above, the con- 

‘puator’s Oatlcry. p. 117. 
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audiences of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
inured to the ecndelta, with a supernatural warrant, en- 
tered readily into the spirit of the tragedy; and sym- 
pathized with Hamlet as he docs not kill his uncle “when 
he is fit and season’d for his passage”, which his father 
was not, does {he thinks) when he is “about some act that 
has no relish of salvation in it”, in the Queen’s closet, and 
does, with both blade and cup, at the end. They sym- 
pathized with him as did the readers of Homer for ages, 
until about this very time of the change regarding Hamlet, 
with Achilles, while he, likewise, carries his revenge upon 
Hector beyond the limits of life, even as the Trojan him- 
self had done to Patroclus.* Such revenge, in the story, 
was the hero’s filial duty and desire. Yet it being that, 
not as a reflectioa of the life of Shakespeare’s day,^ but 
only of their taste in story, his hero all the more needed to 
take the defensive, and thus be saved the stigma of 
revolting craft and cunning. Fate, and its ironical dis- 
pensations, must have played a big and obvious part in 
Kyd’s melodrama; and Shakespeare, by bis subtle treat- 
ment of the Ghost, created a supernatural atmosphere, 
which both lightens the load of responsibility on the hero’s 
shoulders and accentuates the irony as, with apparently 
little inventing of his own, the stratagems recoD on the 
inventors’ heads. But, above all, out of the necessary re- 
tardation of the catastrophe he contrived so cimningly as 
to secure the maximum of mystery and suspense. 

In this matter, >vith his usual skilful opportunism, he 
turned defect to commodity. In his hands the hero, not 

> See above, p. 102, note. 

* As in Kyd's own, to be sore; and Kyd himself lets Hamlet play the 
defensive more than Saxo cv Bellefoiest. But the elder dramatist was not so 
delicate as the later. 
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knowing why he dallies, and not shoiving us what he has 
np his sleeve, is a mystery himself. In his hands the King 
13 more formidable and steadily more menacing; and we 
tremble for Hamlet stepping into the toils — as he appears 
meditating aloud in the mmnery scene, as he so readily sets 
out for England, as he so eagerly takes up with the proposal 
of a fencing-match. We are anxious even as he philoso- 
phizes upon death in the graveyard, mocks at Osric, and 
nobly apologizes to Laertes, seemingly without suspicion 
or precaution, though death, we are already aware, im- 
pends. In general, we are sympathetic, anxious, and ex- 
cited, not analytic, impatient, or compassionate. It is 
somewhat the same effect as when Duncan enters the castle, 
and also (to speak of lesser matters) as when Sherlock 
smokes or reads. Even the soliloquies, we have seen, con- 
tribute to it, as the reproaches are heaped up, and action 
is resolved upon, though what, w'c know' not; and in a 
manner the whole play, and like no other of Shakespeare’s, 
from the second act — ^nay, from the first scene — on, is an 
accumulation of mystery and suspense, which is discharged 
at the Ghost’s disclosures, at the Mousetrap entertain- 
ment, and, with greater volume and violence, at the other 
-Mousetrap at the end. 

And there, no doubt, lies the reason for the artillery: 
now cut by the stage managers, and coolly ignored or un- 
comfortably remembered by the critics,^ it is an outward 
and sensuous emphasis upon what in itself is Shakespeare’s 


_ lite n few otljcrs, Bulthaupt boldly tabes Shakespeare to task for it; 
JbU a» he does for Hamlet’s being ready and lit to fight, and for his bnx'ing 
fta m continual practice. They qonrrcl tvith the creator because of his own 
otaUon! Professor Bradley, however, rises to the situation, and takes the 
^•^nung^and trumpeting accompaniment for part of “a strange harmony of 
ctitctds ; and svith his conception of the hero’s character, certainly, it is 
“ueordanl enough. 
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most crowded and explosive catastrophe. EHzabethanand 
Shakespearean tragedy, unlike the ancient, meant mortal 
retribution, even for the protagonist; and here retribution 
for four offenders, and the capital tragic deed itself, so 
long expected, come almost at once and together. Ac- 
companying simply the accidental deed, and plotted 
death, of a psychical weakling or cripple, these thunders 
would be an outrageous mockery; even accompanying the 
deliberate deed and plotted death of a resolute hero, they 
are not, nowadays at least, eminently appropriate: but in 
a tragedy which is not of one man but of many, and is 
itself of more moment than any part of it, and, within one 
scene, piles catastrophe high upon climax, they break out 
properly enough (on a stage where such portentous noise 
was not tincommon or illegitimate), not only to mark and 
distinguish the palpable hits in the fencing-match, but, 
both there and after the eulogy, to signalize the importance 
of the scene as a whole. Where emotional effect is the 
chief concern, a greater weight of emphasis is, as in music, 
indispensable. And since this is the scene of scenes, where 
the masks are flung or tom away, the fell incensed points 
of mighty opposites are bared aod clash, and the energies 
checked and pent up from the beginning are let loose and 
recoil, why should not Shakespeare have now felt war- 
ranted in scoring heavily, Jortisstmo tutti? Moreover, it is 
a fine case of repeated motif, and (though a sort hitherto 
unnoticed) of irony. This demonstration at the duel is of 
the King’s own staging; these are the same cannon, 
kettledrums, and trumpets that, from a distance, had 
signalized and celebrated the insolent ‘‘triumph of his 
pledge”, at the height of his fratricidal prosperity, for the 
anxious watchers the winter night upon the Platform. 
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Here again lie is to take his rouse, though, presently, not 
nut of iiis own but his nephew’s cup. And for him ^^•hose 
iriumpli (though disastrous) it is now, there must be, at 
the close, as a matter of course, another outburst, “the 
fpldicrs’ music and the rites of war”. That is not irony, it 
has not the true Greek and Elizabethan boomerang effect 
—this is for his enemies, in their poisoned cup and foils — 
nor is there such an effect to the eulogy of Fortinbras, 
though there have been critics honest and logical enough, 
hut also insensitive enough, to say so. Cynical mockery in 
the accompaniment^ is not in the vein of Shakespeare’s 
drama; and it is not clearly enough indicated here for any. 
When Hamlet the man hecame Hamlet the play, the irony, 
like much else in it, was shifted ; for after allegory and self- 
deception (along with the subconscious, nowadays), irony 
is the traditional chief contrivance or appliance whereby 
the critic who does not humbly accept the author’s 
meaning forces upon him his own. 

And there too — in the emotional effect — may lie the 
likeliest explanation of Hamlet’s supposedly hysterical 
or irrelevant demeanour. Shakespeare is making the most 
of the opportunities which these great moments offer. 
After the prolonged tension of Act i, broken by the shock 
of his father’s appearance and his disclosure of the 

_ * Cf. my Shakespeare Studies, pp. 182-3. This is the Romantic, Fichtian 
Ovn), all-cnvcloping, all-cngwlSng — that of Schlegcl, Ticck, and Heine; of 
and Bccqnc, Anatolc France and Syage. Cf. also Babbitt, Rousseau 
wd Rtunanticism, Chap, vit; and far the homeless, gipsy laughter of France 
Sjngc, Stuart Sherman, On Contemporary Literature, CLap. vn. Nothing 
'1 be mote alien than this last to the spirit of Sbokespearc; as Mr Sber- 
"ould ao doubt have granted, despite his treatment of Shakespeare as 
contemporary". The critics who treat Shakespeare as such nlw.ays 
rtt...pt him from the contemporary maladies or \dccs. 
is 
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brother’s crime, the Prince reacts in sportive merriment, 
somewhat like Byron and Leigh Hunt after burning 
Shelley’s body at Viareggio;' and again, after the tensioil 
of Acts II and ill, broken by the shock of the King’s self* 
betrayal which recalls the night with the Ghost*, hut 
neither incident proves the hero morbid or abnormal. And 
in the graveyard Shakespeare simply overreaches himself. 
He has contrived admirably for a great scene, and till near 
the end such it is. We well know for whom the Clowns are 
digging as they argue and quibble, joke and sing; and 
vhen Hamlet wanders in, brooding upon life and death 
and their interchanges, we are concerned not only for the 
result upon him of the discovery but also for his safety. 
This feeling is heightened as the procession enters and the 
interment takes place. But when he and Laertes rant and 
leap into the grave, there can be no excuse for the Prince 
but the one, accommodated to the occasion, which the 
dramatist gives him afterwards; and for Laertes, none 
whatever. It is in keeping with Shakespeare’s fairly musi* 
cal method of developing emotional effect that he should 
at the great moments rise to great heights, and break into 
vast volume of utterance, as do not only Hamlet else* 
where, but Othello, Lear, and Macbeth. But this is a 
case, to use Dryden’s phrase, of '‘his serious swelhng 
degenerating into bombast”, or into what the critic else- 
where calls the “roar of passion”. 

§7 

Before the entry of the funeral procession, however, the 
scene is not only an admirable preparation for an explosion, 
but also a fine example, in detail, of this emotional rather 
* Oliver Elton, SKtaf of PoperB, p. 23. 


130 



HAMLET 


? than intellectual, musical rather than strictly dramatic, 
j art. To dwell on it may make the distinction clearer. For 
j the critics it is rather a demonstration in psychology. For 
I them the frail youth is 'now wholly astray and adrift — 
I still wder of the mark than when he allowed himself to 
I f)e packed off to England — meditating, not acting, fatu- 
; onsly and futilely visiting graveyards, not warily seeking 
i out bis foe. But for the audience, to whom Hamlet the 
[ play is not Hamlet the man, and to whom, not secondary, 

^ psychological intentions, but primary, dramatic ones are 
’ most urgent and engaging, he is an object of greater in- 
, terest than at any time hitherto. They are sympathetic 
' and anxious, where the critics are analytic or impatient; 
just as when he came on the stage soliloquizing, and to talk 
vith Ophelia, before the two crafty ones behind the arras. 
They know that this grave is hers ; that the King and 
Uertes will soon be coming, both of them ready for him; 
and that this meditation upon death is under death’s 
spread hand. But they are also expectant (as they are 
later, when he enters the fencing-match) ; for they recall 
the stirring news he wrote to Horatio, and the guarded 
threat in the missive which the King has read, recall that 
the Prince is no fool and has escaped before. Yet it is a 
quiet situation, and (now the musical effect also appears) 
2n mterv'al of calm and relaxation between the demon- 
strative and violent ones just before and after. It is “low' 
tension”, as Mr Bradley would say, after the high; but 
like the scene before the Castle in Macbeth, and unlike that 
of Hamlet discussing their art with the Players, it is evi- 
dently only the lull that comes before a storm. The silence 
bogles; the peace hides a menace; the audience half hold 
'tir breath. And it is a piano and andante movement, in 

0-2 
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that range of rhythm, pitch, and volume which is more 
extensive in the Shakespearean than in any other drama, 
even the Greek: 

Shakespeare has not only verse at his command, as the 
modern dramatist generally has not, but he has also prose, 
and, in either, a far wider gamut to traverse. He is not 
meagrely restricted to what ia conversational and plausible. 
He can be lofty, eloquent, lyrical, or fantastical, as well as 
simple or plain. He can take the highest notes as well as the 
low, the loudest as well as the soft and tender. And, as in a 
masterly orchestral composition, they then seem higher or 
lower, louder or softer, than they really are. They throw each 
other into relief — the comic does the tragic; the real, the ideal; 
the homely or humble, the grand or sublime. As we have seen, 
Shakespeare depicts passion fully and directly, in outcries or 
apostrophes, curses or ravings, lamentations or jubilations. 
But as Mr Cranville*Barker has Jinely shown, he continually 
descends not only for its own sake, but for the contrast, to 
simple and lowly talk.^ 

That is true of all Shakespeare's greatest tragedies. 
Sometimes the simplicity, or pathos, or comedy appears 
alongside the high tragedy; as do the Fool's droll or pitiful 
babblings in King Lear, or lago's humour, or Hamlet’s 
ironical wit. But sometimes it comes as an interlude; as 
do the scenes where Lear absent-mindedly guesses the 
Fool’s conundrums after the cursing of Goneril, and wakes 
from his sleep under the eyes of Cordelia, or those where 
Desdemona and Ophelia do their singing, or those where 
the Porter opens the gate and Cleopatra receives the 
basket. Of such as the last two is the scene now before us. 
And in the last three alike not only does the action not 
flag, because of the suspense we have already noticed, but 
* Poets and Playwrights, pp. 119-20. 
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the comedy does not jar upon us. It is subdued, or 
modulated, by pathos and irony. As also in the other 
instances above noted, it blends ^vith (and enlarges) the 
tragic harmony, through the ignorance or simplicity of 
those Avho produce it — the Grave-diggers, the Porter, the 
Country Fellow, and the Fool; or through the pereeplion 
of it by those whom it touches — Hamlet, Lear, and Cleo- 
patra; or (as here it does not) through the very conscious- 
ness of it on the part of those who produce it, as, though 
mollifying the effect of their cruelty, in keeping with it — 
Edmund, Richard, and lago. 

And not only do these comic scenes take a place in the 
\dioli; tragic rhythm, but, though in prose — and not as 
prose merely, hut as dramatic structure — they are 
rlijihinical in themselves. There is a fine effect of repeti- 
tion, as I have elsewhere shown, in the words of the 
Porter, the Country Fellow, and the Grave-diggers alike, 
to accentuate, not (as in Moliere) the comedy, hut the 
pathos, or the tragic irony, mingled with it. In the present 
.‘cene the movement is more extended. 

The First Clown, of whom Hamlet remarks as he enters, 

Has this fellow no feeling of his business, that he sings at 
his grave-digging? 

lupesnp again, and throws out a skull. “That skull had a 
tongue in it and could sing once” — and Hamlet ponders 
on the “fine revolution” — the whirligig — of Nature, 
-^ain the Clown sings, this time the stanza which ends, 

0, a pit of clay for to he made 
For such a guest is meet, 

and throws up another skull. The guest that is coming wc 
now: but Hamlet can only sigh or smile, as he resumes: 
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“There’s another. Why might not that be the skull of a 
la^vyer? Where be his quiddits now, his quillets, his cases, 
his tenures, and his tricks?” And the Prince speculates 
further, on the vanity of property. “I will speak to this 
fellow”, he then says. “Whose grave’s this, sir?” The 
question gives us a start. “Mine, sir”; and the answer 
both startles and relieves us, as a flicker of mirth in the 
gloom. It fits the character, -and is true enough: his atti- 
tude, like that of surgeon or undertaker, is professional — 
the grave is his. Thereupon he croaks out the two lines 
again, as unconscious of their import in this particular 
connection as the wind is of its wailing. For the delicate 
and tender Ophelia, how unmeet ! “ I think it be thine in- 
deed, for thou best in it” — and as they bandy words back 
and forth there is still more flickering of mirt h or wit, as of 
fireflies, over Ophelia’s grave. 

What man dost thou dig it for? 

For no man, air. 

What woman, then? 

For none, neither. 

Who is to be buried in’t? 

One that was a womao, sir; but, rest her 
soul, she’s dead. 

There for n third time the theme appears; but, though 
now more amply and clearly, and though more tenderly 
touched, in its full import it reaches onlyus in the theatre. 
“How absolute the knave is!” And then come the ques- 
tions that bring up, in the reply, the subjects of Hamlet 
himself and his madness, and England, where be is sup- 
posed to be, and Denmark, where the Clown has been 
sexton, man and boy, thirty years. The Prince’s past is 
summoned up before him — and the transition, though un- 
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Zi he queries, How long wi and poignantly, 

..•r- S. pro? - - 

the mam theme of pats m 

music-rcappears. The U g Yorick this 

the Prince’s hand the sku o ^oaclies him more 

time, whom he had known. 

.ady-and what of the news on and 

the bone, he sighs and “ and that of 

i!i his mind’s eye sees tha TST„ture the grotesque 

Caesar, and then, in the course o > ^vhich their 

transformations and ignoble emp movement, 

dust, like that of aU others, must submit. The -n 

.hi. its two kindred themes has 3, 

rpicslions, put to the Grave-digger, “ j,,,, „ow 

large— answered, unanswered, or una prose 

il iv-inds up in a little coda of exclamation, an P 

passes over into a wail of rime. i,„r,nndcrs?That 

^ hllnmlctthinkingofhisowndeathashejondcn^^^^^ ^ 

we now no more know than w et er postponed 

plan, or still holds to his resolve, or y -^vhether 

action and has feigned madness no -^ping grave, 

Ophelia, who is presently home m to ® j >3, 

VrhichhnsbecnYorick’s, is or has been to 

hns“wilfuUy”soughtit,orhowdearshc 

Hamlet, or why he hereupon ‘^““^PJ^'^^y^^eries of plot, 

becomingly at her funeral. These arc^^ ^ 

which, rare in Shakespeare, m Antony, and 

hut of character, as m lago, Ma 
Clcpatra. To the cud of the scene 

plav) we are kept wondering; matters IMimtelv or 

ire' veiled or neglected; our emotions arc delicately or 
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powerfully played upon, in varied, manifold, even musical 
fashion.* As the curtain falls we know ail we need to 
know; but this scene, before the funeral, is one off ntermcrro 
and rci'ertc (thoughnot of interruption) in the greater tragic 
movement, the more in keeping for being so impersonal, 
unpsychological, with Hamlet less communicative than 
ever. 


§8 

The chapter on Othello ended on a note of satisfaction at 
discovering ourselves, apart from the psychology, in 
essential harmony with Coleridge and De Quinccy; this on 
Hamlet (concerning which there has, for a century' and a 
half, been little agreement save in unconscious disagree* 
ment with the dramatist) U to end on a like note at dis* 
covering ourselves in essential harmony with no less a 
critic and opponent than Mr CluttoU'Brock. The wisest 
sayings of impressionistic Critics, as of the academic and 
historical, are those let fall when they are, so to speak, off* 
duty, or (as Mr Clutton-Brock himself says, echoing 
Arnold) “disinterested”, not reasoning and contending, 
but feeling and observing. In one of his posthumous 
essays, that “ On Some Perversities of Criticism ”, written 
years after his own psychological and documentary 

* Mr Worry (Criterion, Oct. 1931, p, 122) call* the aceoB “on tbe whole 
poor reading Iiut good (thoogh irrelevant) theatre”. And in keeping with 
his notion that the whole play is an allegory (another instance I) of Shake* 
speare's diOlcuIlies as a dramatist, he calU Hamlet’s discussion of their art 
with the actors “poor theatre but exciting reading”. 1 greatly respect 
MrMtttry.bui if Hamlet be anallegory, of this or any kind whatsoever — why 
then, 1 think, it does not much matter about the scenes. On the subject of 
allegory in Shakespeare see my vticle, “The Tempest", cited above. Else* 
where Mr blurry has himself complained of criticism so irresponsible. And 
tee Hr Aieecrotnhfe and Hr Eastman adove, m (he “Eogmata On'etca 
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Hamkl, and, seemingly, in forgetfulness of it, I perceive, 
after this chapter was sent to the press, words fitter than 
my own to express its centi'al purport: 

Tlic greatest works of art, upon the experience of which 
principles ought to be based, are complex and highly organized, 
produced not for the lazy and conceited, but for those who will 
make nn effort answering to the effort of the artist. Those who 
have experienced them fully know that such experience is rare 
and difficult, and no less wonderful when it comes. It consists 
in a sudden sense of the whole, by which all particular beauties 
arc heightened and in which obscurities and defects vanish. . . . 
It proceeds as inevitably as a great tunc; and, in fact, all great 
art, when fully experienced, is like music, meaning nothing 
outside itself, making a -world of its own for us which must be 
seen or heard to be believed.^ 

Such a world it is in Hamlet, Macbeth, and King Lear, but 
above all in Othello, reminding us of the far-away world 
round about us, but holding us on its own enchanted 
ground, in its surcharged electrical atmosphere, enthralled, 
transported. 

’ Essays on Literature orirf Life (1926), pp. 203-4. 
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KING LEAR 

On King Lear, which, 50 far as the underplot is con- 
cerned, we have discussed already, we need not dwell. 
Criticism (as I take it) has not here gone so far astray. 
'What attracted the dramatist was again a striking, but 
improbable, situation — that of a king, not in his dotage, 
undertaking to apportion his territory, according to their 
protestations of affection, among his three daughters, and, 
because of her laconic honesty, casting off his dearest, 
only to discover that the others were wholly false and she 
divinely true. Against the bidding of his heart he disowns 
her; and in the end his heart is broken by her death. 
Attempts, indeed, have not been wanting to motive this 
initial situation, to prove the postulate, to demonstrate 
what was assumed. Lear has been made out to be on the 
verge of madness already, like the author himself as he 
created him;' or tyrannical and “compact of vanity”, as 
Stopford Brooke has it, to the point that the critic goes 
behind the returns, beyond the limits of the play, and bids 
us “just imagine what those two haughty, high-tempered, 
icy-minded, very intelligent women had suffered”.® What 
can be the point of keeping the audience (and the daughters 
too) in the dark about such supposititious defects in his 
nature (and in Othello's, Hamlet’s, and for the most part, 
Macbeth’s), and also insisting (as in their case again) on 

^ J. Dover '^ilaoD, The Esseiaiol Shakeipeare, p. 120. See p. 85, note 2- 

* TVit A/rfiv PArjs ef Shc)efip^wv(^9l3), pp. SQ6--'}. 
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the odmiralion and devotion of his friends and retainers? 
A f tage-ploy is not a riddle, and Shakespeare’s least of all. 
“Das Geheimniss”, says Goethe of them, “muss hcraus, 
und solltcn es die Steine verkiinden.” And by both Brooke 
and other critics much has been said of the “blindness” 
of the old King to the inner nature of those about him; 
just as there has been of Othello’s and Emilia’s, and as 
there might have been of that of every other character 
who has to do with lago in the last-named tragedy, and 
ofGlostcr, Edgar, and Albany in this, of the whole Court 
at the Mousetrap in Hamlet, of Duncan and Banquo in 
Marhelh (the latter of whom only suspects treason though 
with every reason to make no doubt of it),^ and of scores 
of other clever people in Shakespeare’s tragedies and 
comedies alike when deception of any sort plays a part. 
Here again what is structure is turned into psychology; 
what is high-piled drama is flattened into biography, and 
even autobiography. This is to blur the contrast, to mth- 
df.nw' much of our admiration and sympathy from the 
heroes and heroines and bestow it on the villains, to set 
the structure awry, in brief, to rewrite the play. It will no 
more do to be sympathizing with Goneril and Regan (or 
comitiug upon their undiscovcrablc past) than (though 
there is precedent for it !) with lago, or with Claudius ; and 
the terrible violence of the old man before the first scene 

’ t’fofcifor Bradley (pp. 379-86) interprets it, not as blindness or stupidity, 
to lir sarr, but (like Sclilcgcl with Emilia) ns criminal ncqaicsccncc. The 
fitcanwtanccs. the implications of the action, arc, it must be granted, much 
IB the critic's favour; but in a play in compliment to King James, a stain, os 
Qu!i!cr.{,(m(.)i notices, would not have been pul upon the name of liis an* 
and this is a rase, ns with Hamlet, of interpreting the character, in- 
'hjfflly, by the plot, instead of at first hand. The tone and spirit of Banquo 
nualy, os ore bis overt deeds. 
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is over, is owing, undoubtedly, to the uncompromising 
attitude of Cordelia, in disgust with her sisters, and to the 
blunt interference of Kent, but primarily and mainly to 
the dramatic purpose of the dramatist. As Raleigh says of 
Cordelia, “if she had been perfectly tender and tactful 
[which, except with her sisters, she elsewhere always is] 
there would have been no play”. Also there would have 
been none, as we have already seen,^ had not Lear become 
so angry. For his wrath later he has justification, particu* 
larly as we remember that he is a Ling and a father in the 
older sense, with rights and privileges nowadays lapsed or 
ignored. But he less and less insists on these. His pride 
and wilfulness are broken, and he becomes, in the true 
meaning of the phrase, as a little child; his reason totters, 
but his sympathies are widened, his alTections deepened. 
It is one of the beauties of the tragedy that he changes; 
but not so fai as from a vain or irascible “despot” to the 
Lear we see with the Fool on the heath and with Cordelia 
when he has'recovered her. Such a change would not even 
be psychology, and still less would it be that for coming 
about within the play. 

The tragedy lies in the opposition between paternal love 
and filial ingratitude, and in the contrast between the old 
King’s thoughts of the two whom he has cherished and of 
the one whom he has cast off. His casting her off and his 
yearning for her are not psychologically reconciled, as by 
vanity and anger they might have been, turning baffled 
love to hate. That would have greatly alienated the 
spectators’ sympathy; as would a predisposition to 
jealousy in Othello, or a deranged or enfeebled spirit in 
Hamlet, or mere ambition in Macbeth. And his love and 
* See above, p 9. 
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the memory of the injury she has done him (or he has 
done her), having, like Othello’s love and jealous hatred 
forDcsdcmona, not sprung from one root, as in a veritable 
hninaii bosom, or in Racine or Ibsen, they would have, do 
not contend or struggle but are simply opposed. So they 
heep to the end; where, save in the Venetian tragedy, is 
presented the extremest case of irony in Shakespeare. 
There, ho^v•cvc^, it is better realized — 

Cold, cold, my girl, 

Even like thy chastity ! 

Moreover, the dramatist’s concern for emotional effect 
again asserts itself, though at the expense of character ; and 
is heightened by the aid of the artifices of music. The 
Wolencc and variety of the passions call for a greater 
'iolcncc and variety of expression; and the orchestration 
that MrGranvillc-Barkcr analyses is particularly fine and 
imposing. The device of repetition and echoing that we 
have found in the other great plays here takes a different 
form. The King’s ravings, the Fool’s babblings, and 
Glostcr’s murmurings ofler continual opportunities to re- 
call the errors and griefs of the past, one’s own and 
others’, new and old. In his feigned madness Edgar, as 
he idiines, 

Through the sharp hawthorn blow the winds, 

Pnd, after an interval, 

Still through the ha'sv'thorn blows the cold wind, 

>5 far better than any possible stage wind and tree. And 
instead of the spaced recurrence of a leitmotiv, as here, and 
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in Othello and Macbeth, there is frequently also, in Lear’s 
outcries, an immediate, hammering reiteration; as in 
O! let me not be mad, not mad, sweet heaven; 

Keep me in temper; I would not be mad. 

Hear, Nature, hear! dear goddess, hear! 

Howl, howl, howl, howl! 0 you are men of stones! 

Thou’lt come no more. 

Never, never, never, never, never. 

And that is in keeping with the Titanic vehemence and 
impulsiveness of the play. Now though in this there is not 
necessarily any damage to character, certainly in the 
King’s volcanic curses, apostrophes, and ravings the repre* 
sentative or mimetic function of dramatic art falls into 
abeyance; and at similar cost, but still greater proBt, 
emotional effect is attained in the denouement. There, 
indeed, the musical method is less apparent than in the 
JinaU of Othello or Macbeth. Lear and Cordelia have en« 
tered as captives and been sent to prison — to death, as 
the Queen (like the audience) expects, hut, as the broken 
King imagines, only to the henceforth uninterrupted 
happiness of her company. At this point, if ever, in the 
fitness and the fullness of his speeches — 

No, no, no, no. Gome let’s away to prison. . . 

and 

Upon such sacrifices, my Cordelia. . . 
drama and lyric meet and merge. Speeches to be spokeh, 
they are all but to be sung. But the King and his daughter 
then departing, a digression ensues. Albany, on entering, 
properly requires the captives of Bdmund, who answers 
evasively, in a way that should be alarming; yet, for two 
htmdred and fifteen lines, the attention of everybody on 
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the stage is occupied by other issues, urgent enough, but 
10 Albany and Edgar as nothing in comparison with the 
falc of Cordelia and Lear. As mere matter of fact the 
length of the delay makes little difference — Edmund’s 
vord to the captain had been “instantly ”, and of a tragic 
outcome we are anyway certain enough — ^but it makes 
great difference to our emotions. Of the danger we arc 
four limes incidentally reminded ere, Kent coming to bid 
liis King and master aye good-night, Albany cries, 

Great thing of us forgot ! — 

and all this, in order that we may be at the highest pitch 
of anxiety when Lear enters with Cordelia dead, in his 
arms. The postponement affords a climax, develops a 
crescendo. As it disposes of the less important issues, 
continually reminding us of the important, it throws the 
fcenc which follows into the high relief ■which its supreme 
momentousness demands. And thereby something of the 
fame damage is done to the psychological integrity of 
Albany and Edgar as to that of Erm'lia and Banquo, 
figures alike ancillary and subordinate. Relief, however, is 
a Fculptural expression; and it is of another art that we 
niiist he thinking, though of tragedy still, and foremost, 
as the old man totters in with his burden and his cry. 

The climax is held — by another digression. The King, 
broken and exhausted, presently wanders. He boasts 
of killing the hangman ; vaguely recognizing Kent, lie 
bids him “welcome hither.” Albany now, not (as is 
usual) at the end, takes order for the restoration of the 
ftatc. But passion recoils. “ 0 , see, see !” and •with that 
ficrcing note tragedy again has sway: 

And my poor fool is bang’d. No, no, no bfe ! . . . 
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OTHER TRAGEDIES 

Shakespeare’s constructive method, even in the 
four plays considered, is, though similar, not the same — 
that is one of the high privileges and benefactions of his 
genius — and in the others it differs more widely. In Romeo 
and Juliety which precedes the four, there is, indeed, a 
striking contrast and opposition, between the families’ 
hatred and their children’s love ; but, as the dramatist has 
not yet settled deep into the tragic vein, it is almost en- 
tirely external. Hatred contends wdth love even to its 
overthrow, but not in the hearts of the lovers. There by 
love hatred is supplanted, at once and for ever. In Shake- 
speare generally sexual love isnot dramatized or analysed, 
but is presented whole and unanimous, in healthy equi- 
librium. Indeed, as we have seen, Othello, Cymbeline, and 
The Winter’s Tale are only apparent exceptions. By a 
contrivance, the passion is kept intact. 

Of Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra I have little 
to say that I have not said already.^ In the one, Brutus is, 
though undoubtedly a patriot, not distinctly presented as 
such; and is led by Cassius, whose role in this early stage 
of the tragedy verges upon that of a villain, into conduct 
from which, like Lear, Othello, Hamlet, and Macbeth, he is 
averse. His admiration and affection for Caesar resist it. 
But as with the heroes just mentioned, these motives are 

^ See Shakgspean Stu^igg (19Z7), pp. 110-12, etc.; Poets and Playvrigfiii, 
(Cbajift, j sod 121^ 
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not clearly and Openly pitted against others — his patriotism 
and republicanism, in this instance; his resolution, soon 
formed, does not change or -waver; and the drama is not 
centred -within him. He is a tragic figure, a noble soul in 
trouble. He unwillingly performs what he considers a 
duly (though he seems not clearly to understand it) ; and 
there too is a contrast, as also between the deed and its 
consequences. But the trouble is not laid bare: even as in 
the dramatist’s greater work, the action is not the legiti- 
mate issue of the character. 

In the other play, certainly one of the greatest, there is 
a contrast between character and conduct again, but -^vitb- 
out any mechanism to support it. There is, as Drydcn re- 
gretted,^ no intruding human or supernatural influence to 
assume some measure of the moral responsibility; and 
opportunities for an internal conflict or interaction are 
mostly ignored. In all the tragedies of Shakespeare there 
is much story; in all, the conflict is largely external — 
against Fate, persons, or circumstances; and here it is 
almost entirely so. There are changes in the hero’s con- 
duct, but there is less concern for the internal motivation 
of them than in any of the masterpieces with which we 
have been dealing. Antony’s decision to marry Octavia 
comes about pretty much as a mere matter of diplomatic 
business; and his decision to desert her for Cleopatra, 
though prepared for by the predictions of Enobarbus (and 
the warnings of the soothsayer, which serve Antony for 
excuse), takes place almost as summarily. The whole 
pH’chological transition and transaction, which for 
flacinc would have furnished forth the tragedy, stands 
undisclosed. It is not even presented as in Othello, 

' See nbovc, p. 64. 
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gradually though rapidly, in terms of mere poetry and 
drama. The story itself is too colossal and crowded to leave 
much room for that, and still less for analysis or debate; 
though there is a little of this, and something of oscilla- 
tion, too, in the matter of Cleopatra’s and Antony’s 
jealousy, which, unlike Othello’s, springs out of their own 
natures and their precarious connection. And the drama 
lies mainly in the imaginatively imposing spectacle of 
Antony’s and Cleopatra’s downfall — in their struggle for 
both power and love — before the relentless progress of 
Octavius. 

Yet not wholly there; but also in the contrast between 
what the lovers are and what they do, and in what they 
are before and after their conduct changes. They too are 
nobler than they outwardly seem, and their lives arehetter 
than the record. Subject to no intrusion or temptation, 
committing their faults and giving way to jealousy of 
themselves, they cannot be so noble as Othello, Hamlet, 
and Lear, or excite so much sympathy as Macbeth; but 
the delights of them both are dolphin^like (as Cleopatra 
herself says of Antony’s), above the element they live in, 
and so are their griefs as they meet their ends. Or, one 
might say, their love is greater than their natures : and as 
in a measure that may be the case in life, still more it may 
be in art. Either way, there is a right artistic effect. Of 
late, by two scholars, who seem to me more responsive to 
historical considerations than to the poetic and dramatic, 
Cleopatra has been declared inconsistent; but, in a 
woman’s bosom, is not cowardice in battle quite com* 
patible with a resolve upon suicide, prompted, not by 
sheer heroism and devotion, but also by pride and vanity, 
and by jealousy of Iras and rivalry with Caesar? Her 
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decision i^'as not quite fixed till she saw for sure that she 
vas to he led in triumph; and her letting Thyrcus kiss her 
hand, and her traffic with his master, were no treason, 
liut the outcome of the bent for coquetry, intrigue, and 
bargaining native to her. The real difficulty is not that of 
an Egyptian queen a coward and a Thusnelda, a harlot and 
love’s martyr, but that already indicated, of the lovers’ 
devotion above their natures, or of their natures above 
their deeds. Yet it is a difficulty' only as we consider 
literally and psychologically: their speech and manner, 
\dicrein the characters reside, arc, as in Cleopatra’s case 
I have elsewhere shown, consistent and identical if any' 
are. Scholarship, unheeding — for it is often more arbi- 
trary and irrelevant than impressionism, which at least 
begins with the aesthetic experience — nowadays proceeds 
will tradition (or influence) this, tradition that, as did the 
older school with Recension A, Recension B, whether the 
line of cleavage (which is the important thing) is, with the 
naked eye, perceptible or not. 

In Coriolanus, likewise, which follows all these, there is, 
at the outset, no such constructive mechanism, or im- 
probable and striking contrast between character and 
conduct, as we have been tracing. It is not myth or legend 
that Shakespeare is now adapting, but (as in the last two 
cases also) a history, and that penned by one among the 
most learned in human nature; and whether Plutarch's 
influence be at work or not, character and conduct arc for 
nnee nearly identical. Again there is no villain or Fate; 
there is nothing even of the supernatural; and the “pity 
IS worked up” to a still lesser height than in Antony and 
Chopatra and All for Love. Here arc the advantages, y'ct 
^lill more the disadvantages, of realism. There is analysis, 
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instead of the imaginative treatment of an emotional situ* 
ation. The dominant passions, pride and love of glory, 
unlike Macbeth's ambition and loyalty, definitely appear, 
and are brought into confiict; and there is more of the 
later classical French method of fluctuation or oscillation 
than in Shakespeare is usual, v*hen Coriolanus, under 
persuasion of his friends and his mother, twice overcomes 
his pride in order to stand for consul and twice gives way 
to it in doing so. As not in Olhelh, Hamlet, and King Lear, 
by the comments offriends and enemies the qualities which 
condition, and the motives which impel, a hero’s action, 
are pretty clearly laid bare. His character, at last, is his 
destiny, and he bears the burden of this alone. Yet much 
as the critics say they like this in tragedy they do not, 
strange to remark, much like it here: one of them has, 
eccentrically, declared Coriolanus to be Shakespeare’s 
greatest comedy. And though that is not good criticism, 
it has some justification, as it might have indeed if 
applied to situations in Ibsen where the prevailing trait 
repeatedly asserts itself. 

The inner struggle, however, is not clearly presented, 
and appears mainly in deeds. Particularly is this so as 
the warrior enters upon his revenge; the dramatist here 
falls hack upon his earlier method, and deliberately, 
violently, heightens the contrast. In Plutarch there is no 
word of burning the city, in which the hero was bom, and 
his mother, wife, and child all dwell; or (for such several 
times seems to be the implication) of destroying them 
along with it. How did he come to this resolve? There is, 
in Iiis long absence from the stage, no need of direct dis- 
closure, which would alienate the audience; and of the 
resolve we leam only through his adversaries, who tremble 
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bfjforc it. and In's wcll-^visliers, •who endeavour to avert it. 
Wc have had signs of his love for his family and his duti- 
fulness to his mother already, but in his speeches neither 
tie has been kept prominent; and Shakespeare has sought 
cfi'ccts of terror and surprise at the cost of psychology, as 
these human feelings arc ignored in the shaping of the 
resolve and then assert themselves to break it. He has, 
so far, in relation to his source, blackened the character of 
the Roman general, as he had done that of the Scottish 
thane, and the Venetian Ancient, and (for that matter) 
Richard III, King John, Angelo, Bertram, and Lcontes, 
and despite not only psychology hut, in some measure, 
Aristotle, making, in these instances, the personages not 
“nobler'’, hut “the situations more intense". Thus he 
lets it be the %s orsc for Rome when threatened, for Corio- 
lanus •\vhcn he yields, but, at either point, the better for 
tlic play. 
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Chapter VIII 

COMEDY 

Ever since the early days of Romanticism, critics have 
found a warrant for Shakespeare, as against the claims of 
classicism, legitimate or illegitimate, in the final words of 
the Symposium: “The chief thing which he [Aristodemus] 
remembered was Socrates insisting to the other two 
[Aristophanes and Agathon] that the genius of comedy 
was the same as that of tragedy, and that the writer of 
tragedy ought to be a writer of comedy also”. But of this 
truth Shakespeare and the other great Elizabethans are 
not the only examples, whether within the single play or 
separately. Tirso, Lope, and Calderon, have each left us 
both tragedies and comedies and also tragedies containing 
comic elements; and not only Corneille and Racine, but 
even (as in some few cases we happen to know) the Greek 
tragic poets, wooed now and then the comic muse. And 
how much the twogenres (like their counterparts in reality) 
have in common appears, on the one band, from the fact 
that by masters like Shakespeare and Beaumont and the 
great Spaniards they arc often made to blend felicitously; 
and, on the other, from the fact that by the serious- 
minded Romantic critics and actors the manifestly comic 
intentions of the author, whether Shakespeare or MoliSre, 
have, through mere shifting of the emphasis, been 
thwarted. Behind comedy there is always tragedy (in- 
deed, since the days of Romantic irony, behind tragedy 
there is comedy) ; and sometimes hy the author himself its 
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sha(lo%v is permitted to fall upon the scene. I have else- 
where spoken of the violence done to Moliere and the 
comic Shakespeare by putting in the foreground what with 
them is in the background — and that thing, quite literally, 
the actors have done on the stage wdth Malvolio, when 
teased in the dark roora.^ Congreve, too, has been mis- 
interpreted, his Lady Wishfort being made half tragic or 
pathetic in her affectation : the old or ugly we no longer have 
the heart to see mocked or flouted. Yet there are moments 
in his comedies when Mcliefont and Cynthia, Valentine 
and Angelica sink back out of the merry mood, not into 
tragedy, to be sure, but into seriousness orwistfuiness,and 
the laughter dwindles into a sigh. “ Never let us know one 
another better,” murmurs Angelica, “for the pleasure of 
a masquerade is done when we come to show our faces.” 
And within the limits of comedy and tragedy both there is 
of course a still wider range of emotion and variety of tone 
in Shakcs})earc. 

Nowadays, save by the mood and tone prevailing, and 
the happy or unhappy ending, the two genres are scarcely 
to be distinguished. In “drama” they are meant to 
coalesce. But in the Renaissance, as in ancient times, 
tragedy was more tragical, comedy more comical; and 
there was a diflcrcncc also in the rank of the characters 
and the elevation of the style — distinctions which were, 
for the most part, observ'cd by Shakespeare, though with 
greater latitude and (necessarily) greater skill. Yet with 
him, as at the Renaissance and in ancient times again, the 

’ 15y E. JI, Solticm; cf. G. P. Baker. Shakespeare as a Dramatist (1907), 
p. Thr St ruMrd if meant to be heard, not seen. Tor the crilical inif- 

intrrprelfllion. fee Shakespeare Studies, chapterf ou Shylock and FnlstaiT, 
tfpfcially pp. 303-6, .103-9. 
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central situation and the development of it ^^cre, in both 
genres, essentially the same- In both there was a duplicity, 
or doublcncss, of effect. As with the ancients, it was the 
result of human intrigue or supernatural disposition; and 
while at the Renaissance the plotter or mischief-maker of 
classical comedy often appeared in tragedy also, no funda- 
mental change took place in the structure of either. The 
villain was simply a more enterprising and aggressive 
Fate. He deceived and inveigled, instead of foreordaining 
and foretelling; and he actually trod the stage. As with 
the ancients, in comedy as in tragedy, there was, for a 
complication, the same sort of misunderstanding that we 
have been considering; whether it arose from deception, 
slander, or playing a part, or from misapprehension, mis- 
taken identity, or disguise. And then the effect was comic 
irony, instead of the tragic. The comedies of Plautus and 
Terence, of Shakespeare and Moliere, are alike examples. 
Of disguise or mistaken identity, in the open or in the 
darkness of a rendezvous, and of hoaxes or practical 
jokes, there are instances in almost every comedy that 
Shakespeare penneef. Of calumny credited there are, as 
we have already noticed, instances in Much Ado, Gym- 
beline, and The Winter's Tahi though these have, for the 
most part, effects not comic at aU. The difference from 
those in tragedy lies only in the fact that they are not 
made so serious and are not so prolonged, the slander 
being but an episode. So far, however, the device serves 
the same constructive purpose. As in tragedy itself, this, 
like the others, produces compression and contrast. 

Of such a structure as in Othello, however, Shakespeare 
has left us no comic parallel or counterpart. For that we 
must turn to Chapman, Matston, and Jonson, above all to 
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Volpcmv and The AIchemisL -with their cijuivalcnt to the 
ancient intriguing slave. In Shakespeare’s comedies, as 
we have ol)Scrved, positive and deliberate deception is 
often treated seriously; and although merrily enough in 
such as Lore’s Labour's Lost^ Midsummer Night's Dream, 
and 7'he Merry Wives, it involves no continuous intrigue 
hv a single person. The situation is not central. Of dis- 
guise and feigning, misunderstanding and mistaken iden- 
tity, there is more; but, except in the borrowed and 
adapted Comedy of Errors, it too is rather episodic. And 
his comedies being medleys, both light and serious in tone, 
there is, for these devices, not so much need, or oppor- 
tunity cither, to provide a special effect of illusion. 

They are more definitely external and recognizably 
traditional than verbal deception ; and besides, there was in 
comedy then, and there is still, less of realistic rigour. 
Fantasy, exaggeration, and even distortion, are part of the 
comic programme. In so far as Shakespeare does en- 
deavour to make these expedients plausible, it is mainly 
by shifting the scene, as from Athens by day to the Forest 
by night, in The Midsummer Night's Dream-, or from 
England to Padua, in The Taming of the Shrew; or to the 
Forest of Arden, in As You Like It. There the thing 
might happen, we are readier to believe. Yet here is some- 
thing of the same care as in the tragedies to keep the con- 
vention intact. Rosalind’s disguise is impenetrable, not 
only to Orlando but to her father. And there is no re- 
proach of stupidity attaching to these persons or to any- 
one else who fails to recognize the other disguised ladies 
in Romantic comedy, or the Duke in Measure for Measure, 
or Fnlstaff in The Merry Wives. Nor is there (as a result 
of the trick played upon them) to Benedick and Beatrice; 


153 



TRAGEDY AND COIHEDY TOGETHER 


tions as in the dialogue and action. The text, really, must 
be both played and read. 

And ^vhat is missing in modern tragedy and comedy 
alike is, for the most part (naturally enough) what in 
Shakespeare is now misapprehended. The bolder strokes 
arc wanting, the free spirit is not precipitated, and a new 
and autonomous (though mimic) world is not conjured 
into being, as it is by Shakespeare, Jonson, and Congreve, 
Aristophanes and Moli^re. Often in the mere difference 
of this from the actual world resides much of the comic 
effect, as not of the tragic. For this is needed the illusion 
of reality; for that, satire or burlesque, exaggeration or 
tTansformation; but for neither, anything of a transcript. 
Concerning the Restoration Comedy of Manners, Charles 
Lamb was undoubtedly right. It is not veracious 
picture of actual English manners and morals”, but ‘^a 
world of itself, almost as much as fairydaud”. A wand is 
waved: and what is gross, licentious, and heartless is 
transmuted by wit and mirth ; or what is dark and seamy 
slinks into the background, and only what is bright and 
gay steps before us. The only defect in Lamb’s criticism 
is his failure constantly to remember what lurks behind. 
“It is altogether a speculative scene of things, which has 
no reference whatever to the world that is.” If that were 
80, this new world would not be funny — if by this merry 
but significant “transposition and transformation” (as 
Proust calls it) we were not, remotely, reminded of the 
original, our o^m or others* practical and conjugal rela- 
tions, in the world that is; though these, of course, must 
not be thrust upon us, any more than Emilia’s native 
perspicacity in Othello, or they would break the charm. 
Sometimes, indeed. Lamb does remember, as when in the 
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prcocfling essay, On Some of the Old Actors, he speaks of 
the “playful selections and specious combinations rather 
than strict metaphrases of nature”. A strict metaphrase 
— a transcript — is, he implies, not art. 

For the preservation of the comic illusion, as of the 
tragic, certain distinctions or manipulations have com- 
monly been employed. As presented in their earlier 
intensity, and even as nowadays, the two illusions arc 
mutually exclusive — only in the hands of the greatest 
masters does one •with impunity encroach upon the other, 
and then it is in due subordination. In regular comedy, 
tliat is, the ancient and that of Jonson, Congreve, and 
MoliSrc, noble passion or emotion is suppressed; even in 
the Romantic it is subdued; and for the purely comic 
effect in either, sympathy is unfavourable. In tragedy 
there arc passion and emotion in abundance, to arouse 
both pity and fear. Indeed, the situation is deliberately 
manipulated to awaken sympathy otherwise not forth- 
coming; as in the ease of Macbeth influenced by his lady 
and the Weird Sisters, and .slaying the King behind the 
scenes, not on the boards. In comedy, on the other hand, 
the situation is manipulated so as to isolate the duped or 
cheated, the beaten or betrayed, only their follies being 
kept before us, the causes and extenuating circumstances 
ignored. Sir Toby, Maria, and the 010%^ tease the 
Steward and crack jokes at his expense under our eyes; 
Malvolio himself begs and wails in the dark, off-stage, 
Shylock is Buffered to plead his injuries as a justification 
only in bloodthirsty triumph, craving a revenge •which 
“betters the instruction”, but to the cost of his owm 
avarice, and compassed about by hatred, on the one hand, 
and by derision on the other. How they came to be what 
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the turning of the tables on Shylock — that more directly 
conduces to the comic. But all alike offer in comedy that 
advantage which we have noted in tragedy, an opportu* 
nity and ■warrant for the character to do and say what, 
quiteof himself, or psychologically, he would not do or say. 
The avaricious dupes in Volpone enrich the swindler and 
impoverish themselves, gloating over the bright prospects 
for a timely inheritance from him, and so from the others; 
much as the miserly Harpagon is made to keep horses and 
servants, woo a beautiful young woman, and even give a 
banquet — that he may stint man, woman, and beast as 
he does it. And what they say is more finely incongruous 
still. Shylock complacently pities Launcelot as he lets 
him quit his service, both to spare his own and to help 
waste Bassanio’s borrowed purse, not knowing that the 
lad is at this moment helping to cheat him out of both 
ducats and daughter— “The patch”, he mutters, “is kind 
enough”; and so Sganarelle pities VaUre, as, after giving 
him the ambiguous message from Isabelle, lie watches him 
go off apparently heart*broken, hut really elated— 

Ce pauvre malhcuteux trop rempli d’amitie. 

(The first>named comic effect has, in our sentimental 
times, been stifled or rauflled.) And it is only from out of 
such premises of deception that proceed such dramatic 
conclusions as when Corvino in Volpone (who to outdo the 
doctor, reported to be competing with his daughter, offers 
up his own wife, of whom he has been savagely jealous) 
calls him, in a paroxysm of avarice, “ fVretch, Covetous 
wretch”; or as when Ford, in The Aferry SVives, impatient 
of uncertainty after the fatuous Falstaff’s confidences and 
the trustful Page’s assurances and misled by what he has 
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learned of the Merry Wives’ intrigues, cries out, choosing 
to be right though at a cuckold’s cost, “ I tvill prevent this, 
detect my wife, be reveng’d on Falstaff, and laugh at 
Page". By a more reasonable and more nearly normal 
process of development, such a clash of contrast, and 
consequent explosion of merriment, could scarcely, and 
certainly less speedily, be attained. 

§2 

Therefore, strange to say, the best comic and tragic 
writers are now falling back upon W'hat is a modern and 
contemporary equivalent of misunderstanding or decep- 
tion, disguise or feigning, and the accompanying aside or 
soliloquy; that is, appearances as the natural cloak over 
reality (or all the reality there is), and consciousness itself 
as a veil. The one is in Pirandello, the other in O’Neill and 
the Vanguard. There is a prolonged contrast between 
sjiecch and thought, or between thought conscious and 
half-conscious, as in the Strange Interlude and The Add- 
ing-Machine', there are actual masks, as in The Great 
God Breton, and virtual ones, as in Mourning Becomes 
Elcctra; and continually there are furtive, covert motives 
— mothers hating daughters or jealous of sons, and fathers 
hating sons and jealous of daughters — in opposition to the 
honest, acknowledged ones. Or else, renouncing originality 
and recurring to Ancient and Renaissance example, the 
dramatists take to the old stories again, those of Greek 
tragedy or the fabliaux, as do O’Neill and Synge. (The 
Shakespeare critics are a little behind the times!) Even 
before this, something of the duplicity of effect in Othello, 
Hamlet, and Macbeth wms secured by a modem destiny, 
ns heredity or family tradition, in plays such as Rosmers- 
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holm and Ghosts; and by a modem disguise, as tbe outer 
man masking the inner — what he or the world thinks he 
is, overlying what he is at heart — in plays such as The 
DolVs House and Candida. At bottom the methods, tragic 
or comic, ancient or modem, are the same. Fate and tbe 
fallox servus, lago and lachimo, Viola in a doublet and 
Hamlet playing mad, and the numerous varieties of 
fatality and double personality, unconscious deception 
and self-deception, in current use among us, all perform, 
with different degrees of verisimilitude and plausibility, 
of philosophic signidcance and emotional potency, one 
unchanging function. 

And what is that? It is to make n situation rather than 
develop one, to frame a plot and precipitate an action, 
rather than to hold tbe mirror up to nature. It is to 
imitate life, not truly and faithfully, but, as with all art, 
in such a fashion— within tbe limits of medium and tradi* 
tion, of the mores and the imagination — as to force us to 
think and feel. And this is the function of poetry itself— 
“to heighten consciousness”, as Miss Sitwell says. For 
that effect in drama there must be irony and conflict, 
and therefore, contrast or parallel — and for any of these, 
in turn, there must be accumulation and compression. 
And fur that effect at its simplest, in mere poetry, there 
must be metaphor.* The language of poetry, and parti* 
cularly the greatest, is, unlike that of prose, charged as 
with electricity, “changeable” as silk. Of itself, life (or 
the plain statement) will not do. Even if it were different 

* Sec Max Eastmao, The Laerary Mind (1911), p. 8i, etc. For ibc »ur- 
charged quality of poetic language, carrying a nieaoing with maoy facels, 
but all witliia the compass of tbe poet'a imnd, not imparted by the niodern 
reader’s, sec W. Empsoo, Seien Types «f Ambiguity (1930), save ubere he 
v», now ani xb«i,\eA by bWiageauny ssUay. 
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and itself afforded such good situations as those of ancient 
myth or poetic invention, still it would not do. In great 
drama they would therefore have to be better, that is 
(again) improbable — though not ivithin the drama, of 
course, even as such situations are not now. In tragedy 
and comedy both, life must be, as it has ever been, piled 
on life, or we have visited the theatre in vain. 

And if not in vain, what then? To make us think and 
fpcl, to heighten and widen our consciousness, and nothing 
more? The Greeks, at their great period, the classical 
French, at theirs, strove in tragedy for a purgation, in 
comedy for a castigation, and in both for some measure 
of justice (not perfect or “poetic”, but tragic or comic) in 
llie lot meted out to men. Shakespeare and the moderns, 
whatever their efforts in either direction, fall much farther 
short of these. They have no religious philosophy like that 
of the ancients; and in tragedy they do not attain as the 
ancients did to any reassuring adjustment of human 
suffering to the will of Heaven. For faith is now broken ; 
life is more intricate and mysterious: the notions not only 
of the benevolence of Heaven or Nature, but of the 
responsibility of man, are undermined. 

How far this was with Shakespeare the case we cannot 
know, so little do his characters venture upon speculation, 
so seldom does he appear himself. Certainly he offers no 
solution to the problem. Though as a man a Christian and 
s Protestant, as a dramatist he has no theology or theo- 
dicy, no philosophy or “message”. By some characters 
the gods are declared to be just; by others, to be unjust ; 
3nd the only consolation in the presence of the bitter 
nrystcry is in patience, acceptance. Instead of the austere 
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but poignant serenity of Sopboclean tragedy at the end, 
there is, on the one hand, the spirit of quiet sorrow, on. 
the other, a practical concern for the punishment of the 
offenders and the restoration of the state; and the pas* 
sionate symphony closes quietly, on a resMone. A note 
of reconciliation has, hy Professors Dowden and Bradley, 
been discerned in the superiority of the character of his 
heroes and heroines to the fate which befalls them — in 
some distant reverberate intimation that what happens to 
Cordelia does not matter, all that matters is what she is — 
and the more senseless and monstrous her fate, the less 
does it concern her. But that idea is really a transcen* 
dental inference of the critics'* own, not anything which 
fnds a basis in the text.^ There the beauty of the hero’s 
and heroine’s natures makes their tragic fate only the more 
lamentable, not irrelevant. 'Why should a dog, a horse, a 
rat have life, and thou no breath at all? Or, again, a note 
of reconciliation has been found in Shakespeare’s sense of 
the dreaminess and unreality of life. But the most notable 
expression of this is on the lips of the bloodstained and 
unrepentant Alacbeth and the blameless Prospero, in 
which cases, though for different reasons, it does no tragic 
service. Still less does Shakespeare put before us the 
terrestrial, social problems of an Ibsen or an Hervieu, 
which, however little in the solution they may purge our 
emotions, impart to the tragic spectacle a little meaning, 
though not much. And all that I can discover to alleviate 
our dismay when for the last time the curtain falls, is, apart 
from the life*giving spirit of poetry moving and hovering 
over the stage, the breadth and fairness, the exaltation and 
pity, in the presentation. (These are no matters of in- 

^ See my %'itiAtaptare StudiM, pp. for tlie 'Hegefieiusni. 


164 



TRA&EDY AN1> COMEDY TOGETHER 


ffrencc but of direct imaginative or emotional effect.) 
There is no cynicism, no pessimism — the vision is too 
dear and broad. Good and evil are not, as to-day, con- 
fused or merged, but are, as Croce says, “as light opposed 
{0 darkness Evil is not negative or incidental; but 
while under suffering it may grow worse, as in Macbeth, 
good, on the other hand, may grow better, as in Lear. 
And by evil good is not in the long run triumphed over or 
overshadowed. If, on one side, there are Goneril, Regan, 
and Cornwall, Edmund and Oswald; on the other, there 
arc Lear, Cordeha, and the Fool, Kent, Gloucester, Edgar, 
Albany, and the true-hearted retainers and servants. If 
many people do ill by those who have done weU by them, 
many others do well by those who have done ill by them. 
The earth trembles; but the verities are unshaken, the 
moral values and even the social sanctions are unbroken. 
Justice is administered, not only, in the end, to the vil- 
lains, but (though in a disproportionate measure) to the 
bero and heroine. That is, the causal connection is ob- 
rcr\'ed and recognized; and in this tragedy too, once the 
titiiation is attained, character becomes its own destiny. 
The postulate once posited and granted in the case of 
Othello and Macbeth, Hamlet and Lear, what befalls them 
is for the most part brought upon them, in the natural 
course of events, by themselves. And though our sym- 
pathies are elicited for them by artifice and manipulation; 
and even in a measure for the villains also, as Richard and 
Macbctli, lago and Edmund, by endowing them with 
energy of intellect, dauntless versatility of daring, invin- 
cible fertility of resource”, and apparelling them (though 
'dth a diflcrence) like the heroes themselves in poetry, 
* Ariosto, Shakfspearc, and Corneille, p. 143 f. 
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or bejewelling them with wit and humour: yet, by all 
these claims upon our admiration our judgments are not 
weakened, nor are the issues confused. In fine, the poeti- 
cally and dramatically transmuted and transformed 
material of life still retains life’s proportions and values; 
and Shakespeare’s tragedy wears the steadying, though 
not comforting, aspect of truth. We are made (and all along, 
as well as at the close) to feel deeply, and rightly, and to 
think sanely, if not to any definite ultimate purpose or 
upshot; and as by no other tragedy our consciousness is 
heightened, our imagination widened. There is, however, 
no piercing of the veil. Of Shakespeare the words of 
Hazlitt are truer than of Wordsworth: “He sees nothing 
loftier than human hopes; nothing deeper than the human 
heart”. Philosophy, transcendentalism does not here 
apply. But when Professor Bradley reads with the same 
spirit as the author writ, be speaks admirably and to the 
purpose. 

“Its final and total result”, be says of King Lear, “is one in 
which pity and terror, carried perhaps to the extreme limits of 
art, are so blended with a sense of law and beauty that we feci 
at last, not depression and much less despair, but a conscious- 
ness of greatness in pain, and of solemnity in the mystery we 
cannot fathom.” 

Or perhaps Croce describes the result, though more dryly, 
more adequately: 

He knows no other than the vigorous, passionate life upon 
earth, divided between joy and sorrow, with, around and above 
it, the shadowy of a mystery.' 

^ In this paragraph I am somewhat indebted to Professor Frye, thoagh 
at many points I differ with him. 
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CONCLUSION 

Drama, therefore, if we are to judge of it from the fore- 
going, is no “document”. (Not a social document,^ of 
Murse— that question has not here arisen—but not even 
a “human” one.) Most of the misinterpretation of it, 
whether that of Shakespeare or of Aeschylus, has been 
more or less due to our taking it to be such. Whether as 
jtorj- or as character, it is, as Mr Bridges says of Shake- 
fpearc’s alone, “not nature in the sense of being suscep- 
lihle of the same analysis as that by which the assumptions 
of science would investigate nature”;^ and the tendency 
so to conceive of it is really the same spirit of litcra ism 
that prompted the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
critics to establish the canon of the unities the considera 
tion that they afford, not (as they do) a more com^ct 
and effective structure, but a greater vrai semblance. The 
human figures certainly are not, as a recent writer has dc 
dared them to be, “ copied with little alteration from t ic 
population of the world”; and thank Heaven that thej 
arc not. Still less are they examples or illustrations of our 
psychology. But they are not always even perfect copies 
ofthc inner vision, that “higher reality” which, as Goethe 

’ For ihis — ^literature ns not a record of the period sec my S/iafcespcorc 
StuiUj, Chap. II, and Modern Lnngiiage Pttblicalions, March, 1932, 'tern 
tttre and Life Again”. 

’ Op, fit. p. 328. In this passage I have always suspected some cornip i 

—•for Oiaucer’s scrivener the modern writer has both a printer an a typi- 
h’Jl the meaning is clear. 
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obser\’es, great art represents. They are a compromise, an 
accommodation, a simplihcation, to suit the structure and 
particular conception of the whole. “The spirit of man 
cannot be satisfied but with truth, or atleastverisimility”, 
says Dryden, echoing Aristotle; but only verisimility is 
what art, drama, and more especially, among great drama, 
that of Shakespeare, bestow. It is not reality, or even 
perfect consistency, but an illusion, and, above all, an 
illusion whereby the spirit of man shall be moved. The 
greatest of dramatists is careful, not so much for the 
single character, as for the drama; indeed, he observes 
not so much the probabilities of the action, or the psycho- 
logy of the character, as the psychology of the audience, 
for whom both action and character are framed. Writing 
hastily, hut impetuously, to be played, not read, he seizes 
upon almost every means of imitation and opportunity for 
excitement which this large liberty affords. For every* 
thing he would give us, not only (in effect) life as we know 
it is, but (and far more) drama as we would have it he; yet 
remembers, no man so constantly, that the attention of 
his audience — the liberty of bis art — has limits. Like all 
dramatists, he must have a situation; like all the greater 
dramatists, an intense one. He would, as woxdd Dryden, 
“work up the pity to a greater height”. Therefore, like 
them, he has, necessarily, had to start with premises or 
postulates, and provoke intrusions, human or super* 
human, whereby the hero, still keeping our sympathy, 
can be put in a plight. And just because of the largeness 
of the undertaking — the whole story and an old one, many 
characters and situations, and times and places, not a few, 
and all the form and pressure, sound and colour, of exis- 
tence — he has ncccssarOyhad — for consistency of illusion, 
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sdftness of movement, and intensity of effect — to contrive 
more audaciously and variously, and (in turn) to make 
such amends or adjustments as he could, sometimes even 
by arlificcs which arc scarcely art. He evades and hedges, 
he manoeuvres and manipulates, he suppresses or ob- 
scures. But his most noble and effectual amends is 
positive — his poetry. The premise sets him free for it — 
praetipitandus est liber spiritus — and he walks not soberly 
afoot, like your philosopher, but flies. And Shakespeare 
is the greatest of dramatists because the illusion he offers 
is the ividcst and highest, the emotion he arouses the most 
irresistible and overwhelming. 

By poetry, an imaginative conquest, be works the 
wonder — by rhythm and recurrence, acceleration and 
retardation, sivelling and subsidence, and this in the 
structure, the rhetoric, or the metre; also (for obviously 
drama is not music) by the seizing and ordering of such 
thoughts and sentiments, such words and images, as 
belong together, though never together in this world 
before; and (above all) in the characters, by both the one 
process and the other — and who knows by what other 
besides? — as a vitalizing, differentiating power. His 
imitation is creation; what with us is dull and solid fact, 
assumes, still recognizable, the potency and liberty of 
fiction. So it is, in some measure, with the Greeks as well, 
and with Racine and Ibsen, who one and all arc poets, yet 
not in such signal and pre-eminent measure, not to such 
dramatic — ^both airy and substantial — effect. They have 
less amends to make, but less resources wherewith to 
make them. Shakespeare’s characters, more unmistakably 
than anyone else’s, arc, from the outset, given voices, 
accents, of their own — and not individual only, but 
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sentiment in the last line of his first soliloquy, at the end 
of the first Act, where first he speaks his mind — 

Hell and Night 

Must bring this monstrous birth to the world’s light, 

is definite and devilish enough. Only the ways and means 
are still undetermined (or undisclosed), though that is 
quite in keeping with a murderous purpose and also (what 
Mr NicoU too often forgets) dramatic technique and effect. 
His lago, a case of perverted idealism and inferiority* 
complex, is (as he will no doubt gladly admit) Bradley's 
monistic one; instead of Shakespeare's dualistic one (if 
really philosophical ideas should here be considered), and 
(what is more to the point), instead of a stage figure, both 
tragic and comic, developed, to perfection, out of the 
Vice and the Machiavel — the “devil”, “demi*devil”, that 
Othello calls him at the end. 

Error, in Shakespeare criticism at least, is never killed, 
but this of the popular Elizabethan’s penning plays with 
central ideas was scotched by R. (r. White two genera- 
tions ago; and surely Mr NicoU knows as well as I that 
deception, whereby Sbakespeare, like all the rest of tbe 
Renaissance, constructed his plays, could not, without 
very explicit indication, be made the central idea in one 
of them. If such a central idea be in Othello, then it is, as 
Mr Masefield thinks, in most of the others, and therefore 
has no significance or value in any (cf. my Shakespeare 
Studies, p. 101). As for self-deception, a process little re- 
presented by Shakespeare, and then so clearly and im- 
mediately recognized by the character himself that it 
scarcely deserves the name, see i6id., pp. 126-41; and for 
it as a device continually, for the critic’s oun purposes, 
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iitiposcfl upon liim, cf. above, p. 129. How clearly even 
the true variety, the subconscious, is marked in Ibsen’s 
IfYW Duck, and recognized by the characters, after the 
fact, in Connais-toi, plays written for a modern and 
cultivated audience, familiar with the notion, not the 
Elizabethan promiscuous one at the Globe ! 


NOTE B 

Othello’s last speech 

MrT. S. Eliot takes this final phase of the hero psycho- 
logically — he “is cheering himself up. He is endeavouring 
to escape reality,. . .turning himself into a pathetic figure, 
by adopting an aesthetic rather than a moral attitude, 
dramatising himself against his environment.” Some- 
thing the same the critic finds in Hamlet, Antony, and 
Coriolanus, as they face the end. Arc these, then, now only 
playing a part, like a Thackeray fribble or coquette? As 
I have shown elsewhere^ this is a self-descriptive method, 
as in Chapman and Marston, and in Seneca before them, 
and not merely at the end of a play, nor merely in con- 
nection with the hero: if taken as a bit of self-conscious- 
nc.ss, it much troubles the noble and heroic impression. 
But the main matter in question is one of rhythm; 
Othello, obscured, must shine forth again; maddened, he 
must come to his senses; stained with a hideous crime, 
he must sec and show' himself as he is. And even as 
dramatic psychology — that is, such as docs not press and 
peer behind drama and poetry — the speech is finely ap- 
propriate. After such an experience and such depths of 

' Pods and Playirrights, p. 59 nnd note. 
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despair Othello must, in sheer reaction and relapse, think 
a little well of himself. It is one of the glories of Shake- 
speare that, unlike the French clas.sicists, he reeognizes the 
limits of human nature: it is also one of the sources of his 
dramatic effect. Both, the one truth and the. other arc 
exemplified also at the end of Lear. 

NOTE C (to he added to §2, p. 64) 

Chaucer’s Troilus and Cressida 

Chaucer’s Troihis and Cressida is a more sophisticated 
example of the same art. Both human intrigue and super- 
natural disposition — not only Pandarus but destiny or the 
god of love — play a part in the fortunes of the hero and 
the heroine; thus, as in the other instances considered, 
they give body and momentum to the story, and in his 
case lighten the charge of folly against him, in hers that 
of unfaithfulness. Cressida is the character more in dis- 
pute; and, like Shakespeare’s chief tragic heroes, m that 
position she will continue to be so long as she is taken 
merely for a specimen of psychology and her story for the 
image of life. Is she a dupe, a schemer, or a riddle? She 
is none of these (though perhaps a little of each), but a 
clever, charming, tender-hearted woman, who in her 
frailty receives our sympathy as she does the poet’s. And 
it is particularly by reason of the supernatural — unnatural 
— influence upon her conduct that she receives this sym- 
pathy so freely. For the conduct of Manon Lescaut there 
is, and, in the circumstances, could be, no such explana- 
tion or excuse. 
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